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ABSTRACT 
The global mental health movement endeavors the recognition that Western-devised 
concepts of mental health cannot be applied on a universal scale. Cultural concepts of 
psychological distress and their broader socio-cultural context are increasingly gaining 
importance in the process of understanding the complexity of mental health around the globe. 
The present work proposes a culture-specific perspective on metaphorical concepts of 
posttraumatic growth and resilience. This approach is taken from a mixed emic and etic 
standpoint suggesting a culture-sensitive assessment of the phenomena under study. The 
cumulative Ph.D. thesis applies this theoretical perspective to investigate metaphors on adaptive 
responses to adversity first, from a broader angle, and second, from the viewpoint of two 
particular rural communities, remote from urban and Western biomedical orientations of mental 
health.  
The first study aimed to identify the broad variety of metaphorical concepts related to 
positive responses to extreme adversity. This was done by an extensive and explorative 
literature review. Results were arranged according to an existing framework of resilience 
metaphors and were extended by further metaphors found in qualitative, emic studies. Selected 
metaphorical concepts were interpreted according to their socio-cultural background. The 
findings revealed that the wide range of metaphorical expressions implies different shared 
understandings of overcoming adversity around the world and stressed the need to further 
explore this in applied field studies.  
For the second study, the Brazilian Indigenous Pitaguary community was chosen to be 
investigated in ethnographic fieldwork exploring locally shared metaphors on adaptive 
responses to severe adversity. In the third study, the Brazilian metaphors were contrasted to 
metaphors expressed by individuals from Gondo, a small Swiss mountain community. In both 
studies, the metaphors were analyzed both deductively and inductively and were embedded in 
a socio-cultural context. The results from the two field studies shed light on the wealth of locally 
shared metaphors applied by individuals from different cultures. These findings highlight the 
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need to further engage in culture-sensitive assessment of mental health phenomena, which 
would provide for better communication between clients and professionals from different 
cultural backgrounds and thus, better mental health outcomes worldwide.  
The empirical findings of all three studies are then discussed in the context of current 
knowledge on cultural-clinical psychology, posttraumatic growth, and resilience research. 
These theoretical discussions provide suggestions for clinical practices with individuals and for 
cultural adaptation of large-scale clinical interventions. The shortcomings of the present 
investigation are then addressed, and methodological reflections are outlined, thereby providing 
suggestions for future research. A final focus is given to the discussion of ethnographic studies 
and the conflicting role of cultural-clinical psychology and on eliciting the importance to further 
engage in extensive research to contribute to a better understanding of global mental health.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The concept of trauma (‘wound’ from Greek τραύμα) metaphorically implies that 
traumatized people remain with a ‘wounded psyche’ (Maercker & Heim, 2016). Resilience and 
posttraumatic growth (PTG), on the other hand, are the most known concepts representing 
adaptive responses to trauma or severe adversity. Resilience is a metaphor originating from 
material science and refers to the personal characteristic of being flexible and able to bounce 
back from adversity (e.g., Bonanno, 2004). PTG is a biological metaphor, which describes 
positive psychological changes resulting from the struggle with difficult circumstances that go 
beyond maintaining the previous status quo (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). Both metaphorical 
concepts originate from Western somatic medicine. Recently, scholars have emphasized the 
importance of highlighting cultural differences regarding mental health phenomena beyond the 
medico-psychological, Western perspective (Kirmayer & Pedersen, 2014; Kirmayer & Ryder, 
2016; Kohrt et al., 2014). It has particularly been argued that adaptive responses to severe 
adversity depend on the socio-cultural context and that the universality of the Western-devised 
phenomena of resilience and PTG is questionable (Hinton & Lewis-Fernández, 2011; Ungar, 
2013; Vázquez, Perez-Sales, & Ochoa, 2014).  
The main aim of the current thesis is to explore the locally shared metaphorical concepts 
used by various cultures to express adaptive responses to severe adversity and to unpack their 
specific socio-cultural context. This goal will be accomplished by combining psychological, 
anthropological, and linguistic approaches and reflecting upon their interaction employing 
qualitative research methods.  
The following theoretical background first introduces the conceptual background on PTG 
and roughly depicts its differences to the concept of resilience. Second, the most important 
landmarks in cultural-clinical psychology are highlighted, providing a review of the current 
state of research. Third, a theoretical background on metaphor will be introduced and with this, 
its applicability in the field of cultural-clinical psychology. Forth, state of the art concerning 
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the present thesis will be briefly summarized by pointing out the research gap, and the selected 
research methods for the present study will be shortly portrayed.  
The specific aims of this Ph.D. project are then outlined. The present thesis consists of 
three empirical studies, which will be summarized concerning their objectives, main findings, 
and conclusions. In a first comprehensive literature review (Study 1), a broad overview of 
possible metaphorical concepts for positive responses to extreme adversity from around the 
world is provided. In a second article constituting the main field research (Study 2), the 
particular case of the Indigenous Pitaguary community is presented and with this, the 
community’s shared metaphorical concepts on overcoming severe adversity are discussed. In 
the third article (Study 3) differences and similarities to a Swiss mountain community will be 
depicted, highlighting how different metaphorical conceptions emerge from distinct socio-
cultural contexts. The findings are then integrated into an overall discussion by linking them to 
the most recent literature. This thesis will end with theoretical and practical implications, 
limitations, methodological reflections, and an outlook for further research.  
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2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
The theoretical background will start with an introduction of the essential terminologies 
and methodologies addressed in this thesis, that is, posttraumatic growth and resilience. As this 
work is written from a psychological perspective, the terms described will initially refer to 
operationalized, empirical constructs as defined in mainstream ‘Western’ medicine. These 
constructs follow epistemological approaches that may contradict anthropological perspectives, 
as outlined further below. The tension between the different schools of thought will guide this 
present dissertation.  
2.1. Posttraumatic Growth  
After a traumatic experience, many individuals report negative outcomes, which – 
following the Western and medicalized approach – often result in a posttraumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD; Horowitz, 1997). Nevertheless, research has shown that many people exposed to 
stressful events report positive psychological changes, which has been termed as posttraumatic 
growth (PTG; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004) defined PTG as 
“positive psychological change experienced as a result of the struggle with highly challenging 
life circumstances” (p. 1). Such positive change could be exemplified by individuals who say: 
“After my first cancer, even the smallest joys in life took on a special meaning” (Jordan, 2000, 
p. 216) or “[…] the new me started to emerge” (Robinson & Smith, 2009, p. 91). PTG with its 
metaphorical connotation implies a variation of growth-related images, such as that human 
beings can mature or transform to the better in the aftermath of highly stressful events 
(Wittmann & Schnyder, 2014). In Tedeschi and Calhoun’s (2004) definition, the terms highly 
stressful events, trauma, and crisis are used interchangeably. In the present research, the terms 
extreme or severe adversity will be applied as roughly equivalent expressions.  
According to its definition, PTG is said to occur in five dimensions: increased sense of 
personal strength, perception of changed priorities and new possibilities, stronger appreciation 
of life, closer interpersonal relationships, and richer spiritual life (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). 
When reflecting upon the experience of PTG, people often report both positive and negative 
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experiences. These contradictory findings have been substantiated by two recent meta-analyses 
that provided evidence that PTG may be positively correlated with PTSD (Liu, Wang, Li, Gong, 
& Liu, 2017; Shakespeare-Finch & Lurie-Beck, 2014). This highlights both the need of 
including positive factors when treating traumatized individuals, and acknowledging the 
paradox of the PTG concept; that loss can produce gain (Tedeschi, Shakespeare-Finch, Taku, 
& Calhoun, 2018).  
PTG can draw its philosophical foundations from Nietzsche’s (1889/1990) words “What 
does not kill you makes you stronger.” Similarly, the known Austrian psychiatrist Viktor Frankl 
(1959), who survived the Holocaust, built on this notion and stated that suffering is reduced 
when meaning is imposed upon the sources or consequences for that suffering. Moreover, in 
his ‘hierarchy of needs,’ the American psychologist Maslow (1943) postulated that human 
beings seek meaning and self-actualization and stated that this may perhaps be a universal 
human tendency. In following this idea, the psychologist Janoff-Bulman (1992) made a bridge 
from the process of making meaning to traumatic experiences and argued from a constructivist 
perspective: She stated that when a person experiences a ‘seismic traumatic’ event, the 
assumptive world that has been ‘shattered’ must be rebuilt. According to her, the assumptive 
world is an individual conceptual system that provides us with core beliefs and expectations 
about ourselves and the world so that we can function effectively. Core beliefs include views 
of human nature, the world, the determination of the course of our lives, and other basic 
concepts that guide our ways of living. In case of a traumatic experience, our familiar schema 
may be challenged, and we are forced to reevaluate what we believe. Striving towards mental 
health, therefore, means to construct individual cognitive categories to understand the 
experience and to reconstruct core beliefs about the self and the world. Thereby, the personal 
experience leads to cognitive reappraisal, which results in transformative change that can foster 
PTG. 
In the 1990s, Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) postulated a model suggesting several 
components for PTG. Since then, various revisions have been made: The most cited model was 
published in Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004), and the most recent (before initiation of the current 
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dissertation project) was published in Calhoun and Tedeschi (2013). The model published in 
2013 contained nine components: (1) the person pre-trauma (age, sex, personality, mental 
health and stress exposure, assumptive world and core beliefs), (2) ‘seismic traumatic’ event 
(individually variable), (3) challenges (to core beliefs), (4) automatic rumination,  (5) coping 
success (disengagement from unreachable goals, decreased emotional distress), (6) deliberate 
rumination (engagement in conscious, effortful, cognitive work to understand; adapt to the 
changed circumstances of life and develop a revised core belief structure that accounts for them) 
(7) social support (sources of  comfort, new schemas, adaptive coping behaviors, 
companionship), (8) PTG (personal strength, new possibilities, appreciation of life, relating to 
others, and spiritual change), narrative development, and wisdom, and (9) some enduring 
distress from trauma (keeping the focus on change and growth). Due to various criticisms, the 
model has recently been revised (see Tedeschi et al., 2018), which will be elaborated in more 
detail in the discussion of the present dissertation.  
Many similar concepts such as ‘thriving’ (O’Leary, Alday, & Ickovics, 1998), ‘stress-
related growth’ (Park, 2004), ‘adversarial growth’ (Linley & Joseph, 2004), ‘flourishing’ (M. 
E. P. Seligman, 2011), or ‘benefit-finding’ (Tennen & Affleck, 2009) have been associated with 
PTG, which has often caused inconsistent use of these terms (Tedeschi et al., 2018). When 
starting the current dissertation project, it was expected to draw the focus particularly on 
possible PTG ‘equivalents’. However, following anthropological research principles, stressing 
inductive and non-directive approaches (Bernard, 2006), it was soon clear that PTG, as defined 
so far, must be regarded from a wider angle, acknowledging that other cultural groups may not 
identify themselves with an ‘equivalent’ concept to PTG. The closely related and more 
generally known concept of resilience (e.g., Bonanno, 2004) will, therefore, be introduced, as 
potentially expanding a broader understanding of PTG.  
2.1.1. Resilience – a Closely Related Concept to Posttraumatic Growth 
Although PTG and resilience have sometimes been treated as synonyms (e.g., Sattler, 
Boyd, & Kirsch, 2014), it has been argued that they represent distinct concepts (Tedeschi et al., 
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2018). Whereas PTG does not permit a return to baseline functioning, resilience is defined as 
the personal ability to resist or withstand adversity, without experiencing prolonged negative 
effects (e.g., Bonanno, 2004). Metaphorically, this ability can be compared with that of a metal 
spring, which is compressed and can bounce back to the previous state (e.g., Kirmayer, Sehdev, 
Whitley, Dandeneau, & Isaac, 2009). The concept of resilience traces back to Hobfoll’s (1989) 
conservation of resources theory, which follows the assumption that all human beings have a 
natural drive to obtain, retain, foster, and protect resources to maintain well-being and a positive 
sense of self. Highly resilient people usually begin with an effort to cope, manage, and survive 
a traumatic event, without the intention to benefit from the struggle.  
According to its mainstream definition, resilience may be understood as a personal trait 
(e.g., Campbell-Sills, Cohan, & Stein, 2006). The more resilient a person is, the less likely 
someone is expected to experience cognitive struggle, so he or she may be less likely to 
experience profound transformational changes such as PTG (Tedeschi et al., 2018). Then again, 
it has been argued that PTG is a pathway to resilience (Tedeschi & Blevins, 2017), making 
resilience an outcome of PTG. Bonanno (2004; 2015), one of the leading authors in resilience 
research, follows a similar line of reasoning, stating that after facing adversity, one can become 
more resilient. Nevertheless, both PTG and resilience have been defined as process and 
outcome variables (Bonanno et al., 2015; Tedeschi et al., 2018) and one must remain with the 
acknowledgment that the two concepts are in some aspects overlapping  (Zoellner & Maercker, 
2006).  
As this research mainly aims towards a broader understanding of PTG, the concept of 
resilience will only be marginally discussed. However, due to their close conceptual linkage, in 
the present research, terms such as adaptive responses to severe adversity or overcoming severe 
adversity as broad umbrella phenomena that encompass many different adaptive reactions to 
adversity will be referred to. This variety also includes aspects of recovery, although this has 
been claimed to be distinct from PTG and resilience (Bonanno, 2004; Tedeschi et al., 2018).  
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2.1.2.  Is Posttraumatic Growth a Common Universal Experience?   
Over the past few decades, there has been increasing interest in demonstrating the 
universal, cross-cultural validity of the leading PTG concept (e.g., T. Weiss & Berger, 2010). 
To enable PTG to be quantitatively measured in different cultures, a U.S.-developed PTG 
inventory (PTGI; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996) was adapted to other cultural contexts and 
translated into various languages. It has since become the most widely used instrument to assess 
PTG globally (for an overview, see Tedeschi et al., 2018). The original PTGI follows the factor 
structure of the five domains: Personal strength, relating to others, new possibilities, 
appreciation of life, and spiritual change. By using quantitative research methodology, 
statistical evidence for PTG and its five-factor structure was found in various cultures including 
a wide range of traumatic events, such as natural disasters in Chile or in the Philippines (Jenina, 
Nalipay, Bernardo, & Mordeno, 2017; Wlodarczyk, Basabe, Páez, Villagrán, & Reyes, 2017), 
physical illness in Portugal or Israel (Pat-Horenczyk et al., 2015; Ramos, Leal, Marôco, & 
Tedeschi, 2016), or political wars in Kosovo or in a Palestinian sample (Arenliu, Shala-Kastrati, 
Avdiu, & Landsman, 2017; Kira et al., 2013), just to mention a few recent studies.   
However, PTG outcomes can vary dramatically when quantitative research methods are 
applied: Prevalence rates of PTG can range between 3% for bereaved individuals to 98% for 
women with breast cancer (Linley & Joseph, 2004), or when comparing it across different 
cultures (see Tedeschi et al., 2018). One of the main reasons for this disparity are the different 
cut-off values researchers apply to determine whether or not PTG has occurred. One solution 
widely applied has been the modification of the factor structure of the PTGI, by reducing it 
from five to fewer factors in order to make the model fit the data set. Thus, four factors were 
suggested in, e.g., a Japanese sample (Taku et al., 2007), three factors in a Turkish sample 
(Dirik & Karanci, 2008), two factors in a Chinese version (Ho, Chan, & Ho, 2004), or a single 
factor structure showed to best fit an Italian sample (Saccinto, Prati, Pietrantoni, & Pérez-
Testor, 2013).  
Another reason that might account for such divergences in scores or the need to make 
such remarkable modifications in factor structures is the cultural difference in linguistic 
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understanding of the PTG phenomenon. The phenomenology of mental disorders is concerned 
with the description of patients’ subjectively perceived symptoms within their reality. There is 
growing recognition that individuals from various cultures share different understandings of 
mental health phenomena. Cultural phenomenology aims to elicit and explore variations of 
concepts and interpretations across different contexts (Kirmayer, Gomez-Carrillo, & Veissière, 
2017). This exploration involves carefully investigating narratives related to these phenomena 
by a culture-sensitive approach (R. Berger, 2015; Bruner, 1991; Neimeyer, 2014).  
2.2. Cultural-Clinical Psychology 
Today, many different definitions of ‘culture’ exist (e.g., Helfrich, 2013; Moebius & 
Quadflieg, 2011; Salzman, 2018). The German cultural scientist Wirth (2008) once stated that 
“Culture is conceived as a ‘self-woven fabric of meaning’ in which every human being, but also 
every man-made cultural phenomenon as a part of a culture, becomes entangled in its own way” 
(p.63). By further referring to such a network metaphor, he points out that cultural studies aim 
towards constantly ‘weaving and linking’ new aspects of culture pointing out that it is 
fundamentally impossible to thoroughly define the concept of culture, since it undergoes 
constant change. Given the very diverse scientific approaches to culture, what is needed is the 
provision of an approximate framework of cultural theories that are considered within the scope 
of this dissertation project. 
The theoretical foundations of cultural studies are based on principles of cultural 
sociology (according to M. Weber and G. Simmel in the early 20th century), giving rise to the 
understanding that human reality is a social construct shaped by interaction processes (Winter, 
2012). In line with assumptions of constructivism (after P. L. Berger & Luckmann, 1966) and 
symbolic interactionism (coined by Blumer, 1986), this school of thought conveys the notion 
that reality is constructed via symbols transmitted by shared language. Symbols and shared 
language not only influence cultural systems, but also bring about collective memory altering 
perceptions of cultural identities (Assmann, 1992). Similarly, in the early 1970s, the well-
known anthropologist C. Geertz (1973) defined culture as a context based on symbols and 
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meanings that people create and recreate for themselves during social interaction processes. A 
more fine-graded distinction has been proposed by differentiating distal cultural factors that can 
be represented by roles, rituals, settings, artifacts, and institutions, and proximal cultural factors 
that may include norms, values, beliefs, identities, self-concepts, ways of knowing, 
expectations, and worldviews (Marsella, 2010). All these factors may provide more insights 
into the psychology of individuals living in different realities. 
From a psychological perspective, Matsumoto and Juang (2016) recently revisited the 
culture-definition by stating that culture can be regarded as “a unique meaning and information 
system, shared by a group and transmitted across generations, that allows the group to meet 
basic needs of survival, pursue happiness, well-being, and derive meaning from life” (p.11). 
Cross-cultural psychology, on the one hand, examines the relationships between psychological 
variables and socio-cultural, ecological, and biological variables. It follows the assumption that 
there are universal psychological structures and processes, which can, however, show culture-
specific variations. Cultural psychology, on the other hand, addresses the question how cultural 
traditions and social practices are expressed in experience and behavior. Thereby,  fundamental 
cultural diversity of psychological structures and processes are assumed (Helfrich, 2013).  
Integrating the research field of cultural psychology and clinical psychology, which 
primarily addresses pathological phenomena and interventions to establish well-being, has led 
to the emergence of cultural-clinical psychology (Ryder, Ban, & Chentsova-Dutton, 2011). 
Mental disorders, also termed ‘mental illness,’ ‘psychological distress,’ or in this research 
specifically referred to ‘experiences of severe adversity,’ are today widely recognized to be 
inevitably related to their socio-cultural context. Cultural-clinical psychologists, therefore, aim 
towards an examination of cultural differences regarding psychopathology, experiences of 
mental illness, and interventions. They share the belief that the psyche and culture interact with 
one another and that the psyche is shaped by culture, and vice versa, culture is influenced by 
the psyche of the individuals living in it (e.g., Kirmayer & Ryder, 2016; Ryder et al., 2011). 
Thus, this delineated framework of cultural-clinical psychology engages in a thorough 
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understanding of cultural variation in mental disorders, acknowledging that mental health 
problems go beyond the individual and exceed human universals (Ryder et al., 2011).  
2.2.1.  From Assumed Human Universals to Culture-Specific Concepts 
In order to understand this advancement, one may consider recent medical-political 
developments. Long after publishing the first internationally applied diagnostic and statistical 
manual on mental disorders (DSM-I in 1952), scholars and practitioners persisted in applying 
Western mental disease categorizations and treatments across the world and disregarded 
cultural differences between individuals suffering from mental disorders. The first debate was 
launched nearly 20 years ago, when opponents named this phenomenon the “tyranny of Western 
expertise” (Wessells, 1999, p. 269). Nevertheless, still today extensive research is being 
conducted in numerous low- and middle-income countries worldwide, in showing successful 
interventions for the treatment of – for instance – PTSD, as defined by Western criteria (Morina, 
Malek, Nickerson, & Bryant, 2017). 
On the opponent side, there has been growing criticism on the globalization of psychiatry 
(Summerfield, 2012; Watters, 2010) and the diagnostic proliferation as embedded in the new 
DSM-5 (APA, 2013; Carlat, 2010; Frances, 2013). This criticism follows the rationale that most 
studies in clinical psychology and psychiatry have been conducted from an etic, that is, from 
an outsider’s and mostly Western perspective, as opposed to an emic, that is, from an insider’s 
point of view on the culture (Berry, 1969, 1989). In the following, properties of both etic and 
emic research will be outlined with particular emphasis on each’s comparability in (cross-) 
cultural studies.  
Etic studies 
Etic studies have been criticized for claiming human universals and for failing to capture 
differences in psychological phenomena in non-Western cultures (Splevins, Cohen, Bowley, & 
Joseph, 2010). The major problem is their tendency to run the risk of the category fallacy, as 
stated by Kleinman (1977). The category fallacy is based on the erroneous assumption that a 
measured outcome is genuinely ubiquitous in any culture simply because the population can 
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respond to the instrument and achieve a determined score (Vázquez et al., 2014). Thereby 
culturally immanent reasons for variable outcomes are largely disregarded, as substantiated by 
the mixed findings on PTG research.  
Cultural comparison from an etic perspective aims to examine the susceptibility of 
individual cognition and behavior to cultural influences (Helfrich, 2013). Thereby, ‘culture’ is 
regarded as a set of ‘independent’ variables (e.g., norms, values, beliefs, and symbols; as 
according to Hofstede, 1980) outside the person, whose effect on ‘dependent’ variables, that is, 
individual cognition and behavior (e.g., reactions to traumatic experiences) is examined. In 
cross-cultural (as opposed to ‘solely’ cultural) or etic research, culture can be operationalized 
by dimensions defined prior to empirical research according to which comparison is to be 
conducted. This may include different value orientations (Schwartz, 1992), individualism and 
collectivism (Triandis, Bontempo, Villareal, Asai, & Lucca, 1988), also referred to as 
independence and interdependence (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), levels of urbanization 
(Greenfield, 2013), or differences in somatization and ‘psychologization’ (Ryder et al., 2008). 
Thereby, different effects of these constructs on individual cognition and behavior can be 
attributed to cultural differences (Helfrich, 2013). In this kind of etic research various 
psychological methods for assessment can be employed in order to study similarities and 
differences, including qualitative (e.g., interviews) but mostly quantitative research (e.g., 
surveys) (Kwantes & Glazer, 2017). 
Emic studies 
Kleinman (1977) was one of the first to emphasize the importance of addressing culture-
specific mental health concepts by conducting emic studies. In having an insider’s perspective 
on the culture, one can address culturally immanent behavioral and linguistic content. 
According to the emic approach, ‘culture’ is not an external factor outside the individual whose 
‘effects’ on the individual could be sought, but is an integral part of human cognition and 
behavior (Helfrich, 2013). Cultural psychologists recognize that values and beliefs held by a 
group of individuals can neither be directly assessed nor measured. Psychological phenomena 
12 
are rather operationalized by multiple sources inferred on the basis of group members’ own 
labels or the researchers’ observations based on complex qualitative data and ethnographic 
records. From the results of these observations, the existence and the relative strength of values 
and beliefs can be derived (Kwantes & Glazer, 2017).  
Many scholars have argued that all psychology must be regarded as cultural psychology 
since psychological phenomena cannot be understood outside their cultural context and 
meaning (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Shweder, 1999). According to this view, a qualitative 
comparison between different cultures is not mandatory; some researchers even completely 
deny the possibility of a comparison (e.g., Yengoyan, 2006) and thus take the position of the 
cultural relativism  –  a notion derived from cultural anthropology (e.g., Assmann, 1992; 
Bhabha, 1994; for an overview see Moebius & Quadflieg, 2011).  
Despite this critical view on comparing qualitative, ethnographic, or emic data (three 
terms often used interchangeably), several authors have stressed the importance to still apply 
qualitative comparison (e.g., Palmberger & Gingrich, 2014; Schnegg, 2014; Sørensen, Marlin, 
& Niewöhner, 2018). Qualitative comparison is said to have five main contributions to research: 
the approach allows (1) to identify the absence or presence of particular phenomena in the 
accounts of different groups, (2) to explore how the manifestations of phenomena vary between 
groups, (3) to explore how the reasons for, or explanations of, phenomena, or their different 
impacts and consequences, vary between groups, (4) to explore the interaction between 
phenomena in different settings, and (5) to explore more broadly differences in the contexts in 
which phenomena arise or the research issue is experienced (J. Lewis, 2003, p. 50). In 
qualitative emic research, the empirical features to be contrasted may be perceived as analogous 
to what quantitative procedures would refer to as ‘variables’ (Palmberger & Gingrich, 2014). 
However, in trying to understand rather than measure differences (J. Lewis, 2003), the criteria 
of qualitative comparison ought not to be predefined, but subjected to transparent phases of 
reinterpretation, contextualization, and translation (Palmberger & Gingrich, 2014). 
Comparative data analysis, therefore, requires “simultaneous affinity to empirical results as 
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well as to possible avenues of interpretation and theorizing” (Palmberger & Gingrich, 2014, p. 
104). 
From an emic point of view, cognition and behaviors, which can only be understood 
relative to the socio-cultural context, are not determined by causes that can be explored with 
quantitative research methods, but by reasons that can be explained qualitatively by those 
affected themselves (Helfrich, 2013). This relativist perspective has recently highlighted the 
need of acknowledging culture-specific etiology and phenomenology of mental health concerns 
with its epistemological and ontological derivations in mind (Hinton & Kirmayer, 2013; 
Kirmayer & Pedersen, 2014; Kohrt et al., 2014; Maercker & Heim, 2016). Cultural ontologies 
can be defined as “a shared style or mode of expecting the world to be a certain way, [that] 
afford certain possibilities for action while foreclosing others” (Kirmayer & Ramstead, 2017, 
p. 26). Cultural ontologies can give rise to specific explanations of mental health phenomena 
based on shared knowledge and beliefs about the causes of illness.  
2.2.2.  Idioms of Distress and Cultural Variation in Mental Health 
Developments in the internationally applied DSM have recently brought forward emic 
descriptions of cultural concepts of distress, which has been substantiated by extensive research 
(see Kohrt et al., 2014). Many scholars have argued that cultural groups do not only profoundly 
differ in their explanatory models, that is, their shared beliefs about the causes of an illness, 
(e.g., Bhui & Bhugra, 2002; M. Weiss, 1997), but also in their way of expressing them, which 
is generally referred to as idioms of distress (Nichter, 2010). Idioms of distress are colloquial 
expressions by native speakers, often indirect and metaphorical, and likely misinterpreted by 
outsiders who lack the knowledge to derive them from the cultural background (Hinton & 
Lewis-Fernández, 2010; Nichter, 2010). In recent years, much emphasis has been put on 
studying the broad variety of idioms of distress across different cultures from an emic 
perspective (Kaiser et al., 2015; Rasmussen, Keatley, & Joscelyne, 2014). Some of the most 
prominent idioms of distress are exemplified: Susto, a Latin American expression meaning 
‘fright sickness causing soul loss,’ includes symptoms of sadness, nightmares, low self-esteem, 
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hypersensitivity, tiredness and loss of appetite, weight, and energy (APA, 2013). Llaki and 
Ñakari is an idiom encountered amongst Peruvian Quechua women and differentiates 
individual from collective distress (Pedersen, Kienzler, & Gamarra, 2010). Thinking a lot is an 
extensively studied idiom describing a cognitive symptom of distress mainly used in Africa and 
Southeast Asia (den Hertog, de Jong, van der Ham, Hinton, & Reis, 2016; Kaiser et al., 2015). 
Khŷal attack, translated as ‘wind attack,’ is an idiom of distress related to somatic symptoms 
studied in Cambodia (Hinton, Pich, Marques, Nickerson, & Pollack, 2010). Ihahamuka means 
‘without lung’ and metaphorically stands for the disturbed airflow as a symptom of distress 
known from Rwanda (Hagengimana & Hinton, 2009). Finally, burnout, the depression-like 
syndrome often associated with job exhaustion, is almost exclusive to Western culture (Grossi, 
Perski, Osika, & Savic, 2015). All these idioms are very particular in their cultural context and 
are usually not encountered in other parts of the world. These examples emphasize how 
essential it is to introduce culturally appropriate psychological terms in research and practice 
rather than regarding the Western understanding of mental health as the ‘gold standard.’  
Today, there is considerable anthropological and psychological evidence that Western 
cultural norms do not constitute grounds for universal models of mental and physical health 
(Marsella, 2010; Ryder & Chentsova-Dutton, 2015). Cultural factors are increasingly included 
in the conceptualization, diagnosis, assessment, and treatment of mental illness (Kirmayer, 
Lemelson, & Cummings, 2015). Traumatic experiences are one kind of psychological distress 
gaining growing attention and many studies have stressed the need of acknowledging local 
responses to trauma (e.g., Hinton & Kirmayer, 2013; Hinton & Lewis-Fernández, 2011), 
emphasizing that the conceptualization of ‘trauma’ may not be universally valid (e.g., Zheng & 
Gray, 2015). The conception of trauma is often limited to the individualistic perspective of a 
single individual who is ‘wounded’ at one point in time. In many cases, people who experience 
different kinds of extreme adversity cannot identify with such terms. Therefore, it is claimed 
that the term ‘trauma’ may lead to various misconceptions, as it is often used differently across 
researchers and laypeople (Kohrt & Hruschka, 2010). 
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2.2.3.  Posttraumatic Growth from a Culture-Sensitive Perspective  
Recalling that PTG often coincides with PTSD and that treating trauma would profit from 
fostering positive outcomes (Liu et al., 2017; Shakespeare-Finch & Lurie-Beck, 2014), it is 
crucial to study culture-specific understandings of PTG and its related concepts. Numerous 
quantitative reports of PTG from studies in various cultures across the world have claimed that 
it is a universal phenomenon (T. Weiss & Berger, 2010). Results from these quantitative studies 
indicate that people in very different cultural contexts recognize the possibility of growth after 
trauma. However, there are some reports showing that adaptive responses to severe adversity 
can be perceived and expressed quite differently amongst different cultures (e.g., Kuo, 2011; S. 
E. Lewis, 2013; Splevins et al., 2010; Vázquez et al., 2014; Zhai, Liu, Wu, & Jiang, 2010). 
Comparable to the conception of trauma, different explanatory models and idioms of the severe 
adversity may lead to different kinds of making sense of the world and potentially achieving 
positive outcomes (Bhui & Bhugra, 2002; Karasz, 2005). Whereas members of white middle-
class communities in Western cultures may be apt to view the adversity as a medico-
psychological problem requiring individual examination and personal effort, more traditional 
groups may conceptualize the adversity as social problems or emotional reactions to situations, 
thus requiring collective forms of processing (Karasz, 2005). Factors that may contribute to 
such different perceptions of psychological adaptation may evolve around different mindsets 
and worldviews, encompassing, for instance, independent or interdependent self-concepts 
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991).  
There is a shortage of research when looking at PTG from a culture-sensitive lens (R. 
Berger, 2015), highlighting the need for a more elaborated understanding of positive adaptation 
following severe adversities across different cultures. The emergence of PTG draws on a 
complex interaction between intrapersonal, interpersonal, and socio-cultural processes; thus the 
phenomenon can only be thoroughly understood when the surrounding context is fully 
recognized (Tedeschi et al., 2018). This is equally true for research of resilience, which has 
been criticized for not acknowledging its social and cultural embeddedness (Kirmayer, Sehdev, 
et al., 2009; Ungar, 2011). Interdisciplinary research is needed to capture the broader socio-
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cultural background in which a person is embedded. Such attention has increasingly been given 
in recent years. Although some effort has been made, scholars have argued that the 
consideration of cultural concepts – including such of overcoming adversity – may be limited 
when they become a vocabulary list without unpacking the detailed meaning of these terms 
(Kohrt & Hruschka, 2010; Ryder et al., 2011).  
2.2.4.  C. G. Jung’s Contribution to Cultural-Clinical Psychology: Archetypes, 
Myths, and Metaphors 
The Swiss psychiatrist and co-founder of analytical psychology Carl Gustav Jung (1875-
1961) was one of the first ‘great thinkers’ in the early history of cultural-clinical psychology 
who was interested in unpacking the meaning of symbolic representation and communication 
of psychological phenomena in non-Western cultures (Jung, 1943). He raised the question 
whether mental health concepts can claim universal validity or if the plurality of cultures evokes 
different levels of meaning in these health concepts (Abramovitch & Kirmayer, 2003; Maercker 
& Heim, 2016). Jung proposed that “the fundamental ‘language’ of the psyche is not words, but 
images” (Abramovitch & Kirmayer, 2003, p. 159). Some of Jung’s postulated core principles 
of cultural psychology are archetypes, myths, and metaphors. 
Kirmayer (1993) elaborated on Jung’s archetype concept, positing that archetypes – in 
his terminology “bodily-given experiences” (p.171) – reflect the idea that when individuals 
interact with culture, they automatically pick out specific recurrent cognitive or behavioral 
patterns in everyday social experiences (i.e., adopting a role in the family or facing death). 
These cognitive or behavioral patterns constitute the cultural basis of human experience and 
interaction and are also the template for individual cognitions and behaviors. In Jung’s (1943) 
terminologies, archetypes are likely to be referred to the ‘collective unconscious,’ which reflects 
implicit worldviews deduced from tales and cultural myths.  
Myths can be defined as overarching narratives that lend a certain coherence to the human 
condition (Valsiner & Rosa, 2007). Peterson (2002) described myths as ‘maps of meaning’ that 
are central to a community’s identity and provide a shared understanding of the world and a 
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framework for participation. This perspective is consistent with Jung’s argument that myths, as 
‘cultural truths,’ reflect implicit or explicit folk theories and are – together with archetypes – 
amplified by the use of metaphorical content (Jung, 1943). From Jung’s point of view 
metaphors, as linguistic conceptual representations, are a means of making personal and 
collective patterns explicit and hence can be seen as verbalized, crystallized versions of myths 
(Samuels, Shorter, & Plaut, 1986). 
In contemporary cultural-clinical psychology, metaphors can reflect and represent a 
variety of meanings that serve many social and psychological purposes, such as unpacking 
culture-specific concepts of mental health concerns (Pedersen et al., 2010). Thus, the study of 
metaphors allows to shed light on the fine-grained cultural differences in meanings behind the 
presumably universal construct of PTG.  
2.3. Metaphors We Live By 
The term ‘metaphor’ comes from Greek (μεταφορά) and is translated as ‘to transfer’ or 
‘to carry over,’ indicating that something is reflected ‘beyond’ its immediate concrete or logical 
sense. A metaphor is usually short and vivid, but its underlying meaning is rich and multifaceted 
(Dwairy, 2015). For example, the English metaphor ‘she doesn’t bend in tough situations’ may 
mean: she is rigid, stubborn, a fighter, assertive, but also responsible, or proud. Every metaphor 
produces an imaginative, cognitive, and emotional experience in the recipient’s inner world 
(Dwairy, 2015). If many leading cognitive linguists, psychologists, and anthropologists have 
written on metaphor, it is because of the realization that – anticipating Lakoff and Johnson's 
(1980) celebrated book title – people live by their metaphors, think through them and act on 
them (Kimmel, 2004).  
2.3.1.  Conceptual Metaphor Theory  
Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) seminal book Metaphors We Live By gave rise to the 
conceptual metaphor theory (CMT) positing that metaphors are not merely ornamental devices 
in language but serve as conceptual tools for structuring, restructuring and even creating reality 
(Kövecses, 2017). A metaphor is defined as understanding one domain of experience (that is 
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typically abstract, i.e., relationships, love, or PTG) in terms of another (that is typically 
concrete, i.e., the body, a tool, or plants). Thereby, a metaphorical expression is drawn from a 
concrete source and mapped onto an abstract target that we are trying to understand.  As soon 
as concrete source areas and abstract target areas of different metaphorical expressions 
coincide, they can be bundled into a metaphorical concept. For instance, the metaphorical 
concept ‘argument is war’ is commonly used revealing our conception of argument (the abstract 
target that we are trying to understand) as war (the concrete source providing the image) that 
has to be won. This metaphorical mapping is substantiated by expressions such as ‘winning the 
argument’ or ‘attacking weak points in an argument,’ showing how metaphors can influence 
our thinking when war-related concepts are activated (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). Moreover, the 
very way metaphors motivate our thinking, they may also shape our behavior, as it is the case 
for the conceptual metaphor ‘time is money’, which is claimed to shape remuneration practices 
in many cultures (Kimmel, 2004).  
CMT claims that concrete source domains build on various levels of knowledge and 
experience, whereas the embodied level is perhaps the most keenly discussed (Kirmayer & 
Ramstead, 2017; Kövecses, 2015; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). Embodied metaphors are based on 
everyday bodily experiences such as hunger, warmth, walking toward a destination, and moving 
in and out of physical containers. Embodied – also called primary – metaphors are claimed to 
constitute a near-universal basis for metaphorically understanding more abstract target 
counterparts (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). Expressions such as ‘being hungry for success,’ 
‘having warm feelings,’ ‘to move on,’ or ‘to fall in love’ are easily understood and translatable 
into various languages (although often in a slightly modified way) (Tay, 2017b). Thereby, the 
source (e.g., warmth) and target (emotional intimacy) are not only universally experienced, but 
they often co-occur in everyday life. When a loved one holds us intimately our bodies get 
warmer, being hungry is one of our earliest experiences of desire, and walking on a journey is 
perceived as proceeding, just as the advancing age over the course of life. According to such 
linguistic observations, a significant part of human cognition is ‘embodied’ in some way, and 
may, thus, claim universal validity (Kirmayer & Ramstead, 2017; Tay, 2017b). 
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Besides the embodied level, the cultural level of metaphors is often discussed, at which 
culture-specific knowledge and experience are vital in constituting, interpreting, and fully 
appreciating the meaning behind a metaphor (Tay, 2017b).  
2.3.2.  Metaphor Variation in Cultural Context 
Kimmel (2004) argues that it is crucial to search for cultural specifics within human 
universals. He refers to an early work of Beck (1982) who compares Lakoff and Johnson’s 
conceptual mapping ‘more is up’ between Tamil and English language and states: “Although 
Tamil also frames gaining status as up (‘climb the ladder of fame’) its loss is conceived 
differently as ‘someone’s light has dimmed’. Likewise, being in health is not being up as in 
English, but as the body container being filled; poor health is a liquid evaporating from the 
body” (Kimmel, 2004, p. 283). Kimmel argues that the cognitive function of metaphors is 
determined by how they are embedded in cultural discourse. He elaborates that seemingly 
identical metaphors can have opposing emotional and normative connotations, and states 
another example: In both German and Chinese culture, the heart is metaphorically 
conceptualized as a container which can become agitated. Whereas for Germans the palpitation 
is often associated with ‘joyful jumps,’ for Chinese the same agitation may be considered 
negative. For Chinese, an ideal condition of the heart is quiet and empty, and palpitations are 
characteristic of a heart in fear or danger (Kimmel, 2004).  
In contemporary research, Kövecses (2010; 2015; 2017) has given an intense treatment 
of the cultural variation in metaphors. He has documented cases of cultural preferences for 
specific concepts (e.g., Americans tend to describe life as a precious possession whereas 
Hungarians prefer to label it as war or struggle) and has shed light on the uniqueness of certain 
metaphors to some cultures (e.g., the conception of life as a string in Hmong language). 
Kövecses calls such metaphors complex metaphors – others have named them secondary 
metaphors (e.g., J. P. Wilson & Lindy, 2013) – and declares them to be culture-specific, which 
are worth to analyze from an anthropological perspective.  
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Anthropological metaphor research inherently expands on the study of metaphor as a 
mere linguistic device. Metaphors can take verbal or written forms, such as narratives, tales, 
myths, legends, proverbs, religious teachings, or nonverbal forms, such as symbols, objects, 
artwork, or music (Dwairy, 2015). Dwairy (2015) emphasizes that no culture on Earth does not 
use metaphors – metaphors are literally everywhere. Schmitt (2017), moreover, describes 
metaphors as social interpretive patterns with collective meanings, which are said to represent 
collective experiences and shared wisdom, which can be passed on from one generation to 
another. This notion becomes more clear when regarding common metaphors in different 
religious teachings. For instance, in the Bible one can find numerous metaphors or parables, as 
a way Jesus talked to his people. The Qur’an is written in a unique Arabic and Persian language 
called Bayan, which is a language especially rich in metaphors (Dwairy, 2015). 
In sum,  metaphors are considered central to the self-concept and how one perceives the 
world: Not only do they reflect values, which are embedded in different socio-cultural 
background and implicit worldview, but they also structure the thinking, which leads to certain 
expectations and thereby shapes behaviors (Schmitt, 2017). Conceptual metaphors, including 
embodied – perhaps universal – metaphors, and culture-specific metaphors, serve 
fundamentally epistemic functions. One such feature is to shape and delimit cultural narratives. 
The qualitative study of conceptual metaphors is, thus, a fruitful avenue for cultural-clinical 
psychologist seeking to describe cultural representations of mental health and how they are 
embedded in the broader socio-cultural framework.  
2.4. Metaphors of Posttraumatic Growth and Resilience in Qualitative Research  
In this section, a brief review of studies addressing different metaphors of PTG and 
resilience by a qualitative research approach will be presented, followed by the current research 
gap. Applied methodologies to the present thesis will subsequently be introduced.  
2.4.1.  State-of-the-Art in ‘Western’ Research and the Current Research Gap 
Just like trauma stands for ‘wound’ and a ‘seismic event,’ PTG (as an organismic 
metaphor) and resilience (as a material-bound metaphor) are metaphorical expressions used to 
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describe adaptive responses to severe adversity from a Western perspective. To the best of our 
knowledge, only a handful of studies have so far investigated the wealth of metaphors for 
adaptive responses to adversity. Boylstein and colleagues (2007) elaborated how metaphor 
shifts can be helpful in the reconstruction of one’s identity after a stroke. Levold (2012) 
compiled various resilience-metaphors and suggested a categorization of eight different images. 
These included metaphors of organisms, path, balance, container, battle, object, weight, and 
network. Sparkes and Smith (2013) explored narrative possibilities of PTG and discussed 
metaphors used after a spinal cord injury. Similarly, Costa and Steen (2014) also examined 
metaphor as different ways to talk about trauma and PTG.  
Although all these studies acknowledge that adaptive responses to severe adversity can 
be tackled by qualitatively investigating metaphors, none of these authors have questioned the 
universal applicability of their found metaphors and thus disregarded the indispensable 
component of culture. Given the extensive research on PTG and resilience from the etic 
perspective, the universal applicability of these metaphors across the globe should be 
scientifically questioned. Different scholars have argued that the – nearly frantic – aspiration to 
achieve a higher state of wellbeing in the aftermath of adversity is strongly associated with a 
particular U.S.-American mindset of ‘accentuating the positive’ (Held, 2002; McMillen, 2004, 
p. 50; Watters, 2010). These authors have highlighted that a positive mindset facing trauma is 
not only keenly promoted, but that it is almost imperative to ‘gain something’ after devastating 
life experiences. This cultural specificity leads to the general question, whether cultures other 
than the U.S. share other metaphors describing their conception of overcoming adversity than 
‘growth’ and ‘withstand and to bounce back’ from adversity. This dissertation project 
investigates precisely this question.   
2.4.2.  Introduction to Methodologies of the Present Thesis 
The present thesis stands in contrast to a purely etic, cross-cultural, and quantitative 
research, which would try to find generalizability and universality of mental health phenomena 
and would regard differences in measured outcomes as ‘cultural biases’ (Helfrich, 2013). This 
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mixed etic-emic cultural-clinical research moves within the field of a psychological minority, 
stressing the importance to study psychological phenomena qualitatively in order to highlight 
the nuances of individually and culturally constructed lived experiences. Concerning the used 
research methodologies, it might be challenging to convince the exponents of the opposite 
‘quantitative side’ by this approach, as qualitative methods are often accused of subjectivity. 
However, according to principles of qualitative emic research, it is not the aim to generate data 
that is generalizable, but instead to provide a profound knowledge of variability.  
Tedeschi and colleagues (2018) recently stressed the importance of qualitative methods 
to develop an understanding of what trauma and PTG mean to people across various cultural 
groups. They elaborated on three advantages for qualitatively researching PTG: First, based on 
the principles of social constructivism, qualitative research allows to ask questions rather than 
test hypotheses. As no standardized scales are used, individuals are encouraged to develop their 
thoughts about how they construct their reality or make sense of past events. Second, a narrative 
account allows for a richer collection of data. Spontaneous reports of PTG may assist in 
understanding underlying mechanisms of growth and factors that are associated with growth 
not thought of a priori. Third, rather than assuming what is found in one cultural context can 
be automatically applied to another, qualitative research discloses similarities as well as striking 
differences in PTG across cultures (Tedeschi et al., 2018).  
Generally speaking, qualitative research can be seen as dynamic and iterative, and the 
researcher is required to respond to the context and continuous streams of available information. 
Inevitably, the interpretation of data is influenced by the researcher’s expectations and 
experiences; hence there is an essential need for reflection with regard to subjective influences 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).  
For the present study, overall principles according to grounded theory (Charmaz, 1996; 
Strauss & Corbin, 1994) were used, by following a mixed form of inductive-deductive way of 
data collection and interpretation. Following grounded theory, the researcher begins with a 
question (one may even start the research process without a specific question), collects data, 
reviews the collected data, and repeated ideas or elements inductively become apparent. 
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Elements are subsequently labeled with codes that summarize repeating aspects into concepts. 
As more data is collected that validate the concepts, these concepts are then deductively 
compiled into categories, which may become the basis for a new theory.  
Concerning data collection in the Brazilian field study (Study 2), principles of 
ethnography (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007) were additionally followed (as the research stay 
in Gondo in Switzerland only lasted a week, and no observations were made, it cannot be 
regarded as ethnographic fieldwork). Ethnography can be defined as “the study of people’s 
behavior in naturally occurring settings, with a focus on the cultural interpretation of behavior” 
(Watson-Gegeo, 1988, p. 576). Whereas most ethnographic studies adhere to emic research 
principles, in this study, a mixed approach of emic and etic research standards was applied. Etic 
research standards were used, as it was previously expected that the participants would, in fact, 
share a concept for overcoming severe adversity, as known from Western psychology. 
Moreover, pre-defined questions already set a specific framework of what would be of most 
interest for the research output. At the same time, emic research standards were employed, as 
it was recognized that the main source for defining the interpretive categories for overcoming 
adversities were statements of the local people. Moreover, it was endorsed that beliefs on 
overcoming severe adversity held by the study group cannot be measured, but indirectly 
assessed in in-depth conversations and behaviors. Thus, according to emic research standards, 
next to interviews, participant observations were carried out to ensure multiple sources inferred 
by group members’ own labels of the phenomena under study.  
Lastly, a systematic metaphor analysis (Schmitt, 2017) was applied for analysis and 
interpretation of the textual data, which allows for a mixed form of inductive-abductive form 
of metaphor interpretation. More methodological background will be briefly outlined in the 
next section, as well as in section 4.3 addressing several methodological reflections, and in 
more detail in the three publications in section 5.  
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3. THE PRESENT THESIS 
3.1. Aims and Research Questions of the Present Thesis 
This thesis aims towards an integration of the above-presented topics, this is, PTG (and 
resilience), cultural-clinical psychology, and metaphors, to broaden the understanding of 
adaptive responses to severe adversities across different cultures. By detaching from Western 
medico-psychological, putative universal conceptions of mental health (e.g., Whitley, 2014), 
this research focuses on looking at immanent cultural structures of the phenomenon under study 
by analyzing shared culture-specific metaphors as one possible qualitative approach. Thereby, 
it is important not to consider idiosyncratic metaphors, but culturally shared ones, as they are 
said to represent collective interpretive patterns with shared meanings (Schmitt, 2017).  
In order not to impose predetermined categories of growth and resilience that were 
essentially developed in Western cultures, the generic and more flexible terms of positive 
responses to extreme adversity and later adaptive responses to severe adversity, or ways of 
overcoming severe adversity were used instead. Moreover, the more neutral term Adversity-
Activated Development (AAD; Papadopoulos, 2007) was chosen to substitute for the 
metaphorically-loaded expression of growth. It has been argued that the term AAD would not 
make presuppositions about a potential ‘trauma’ in the past, but it suggests that development 
can occur at any stage, even if the adversity was still currently present.   
In the initial phase of this research, aiming towards an overview of possible concepts, no 
certain restrictions were made to any adaptive or positive responses to severe adversity (Study 
1). Later, a tentative distinction of concepts between resilience and AAD was elaborated (Study 
2) and finally, a distinction between concepts of process and outcome were made (Study 3). All 
three studies were strongly exploratory and aimed towards broadening cultural perspectives of 
adaptive responses to adversity. Furthermore, this research focused on subjective qualities when 
defining severe adversities. It was acknowledged that the definition of what constitutes ‘severe’ 
may change over time and may differentiate across cultures, which is why it was essential to 
take an extended view when defining the severity of an experience.   
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With this background in mind, the project aimed towards the following overall research 
questions:  
1) Assuming that growth may not be a universal metaphor, what are (other) shared 
culture-specific metaphors on adaptive responses to severe adversity?  
2) What kinds of shared culture-specific assumptions on adaptive responses to severe 
adversities do these metaphors imply? 
3) What is the cultural contextualization of these metaphors? 
4) Why are the metaphorical images and their implied worldviews typical for the 
specific culture? 
In Study 1, existing literature was reviewed, and a conceptual approach was taken to 
provide for a broad overview of possible metaphorical concepts worldwide. In Study 2, one 
particular cultural group was selected to exemplify shared metaphors and their socio-cultural 
contextualization. The studied group was part of the Indigenous Pitaguary community in Brazil 
and was selected by convenience. In this respect, several authors have argued that Indigenous 
communities may be perhaps one of the richest areas to study culture variation in mental health 
phenomena (Kirmayer, Gone, & Moses, 2014; Whitley, 2014), which has corroborated our 
choice. As their historic discrimination, intense economic deprivation, and social 
marginalization have resulted in high rates of substance abuse and suicide, many Indigenous 
communities worldwide have suffered from what has been termed ‘historical trauma’ (Brave 
Heart, Chase, Elkins, & Altschul, 2011; Hill, Lau, & Sue, 2010). Most research on Indigenous 
mental health was done amongst communities in the U.S. (e.g., Brave Heart, 2003; Gone, 2007) 
Canada (e.g., Kirmayer, Dandeneau, Marshall, Phillips, & Williamson, 2011; Kral, 2013), and 
Australia (e.g., Berkes & Ross, 2013), whereas research on Indigenous mental health from Latin 
America – and particularly Brazil – has gained little attention in international literature so far.  
In Study 3, the metaphorical concepts from the Pitaguary were contrasted to expressions 
from a Swiss mountain community in Gondo. This community was chosen because they were 
exposed to a natural disaster in the year of 2000. This second field study, which was entirely 
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based on the research materials of the Brazilian study, was conducted by a Swiss research 
assistant, and data was later used for her Master’s thesis (Truniger, 2018).  
3.2. Summary of Study 1  
Title: Cultural Perspectives on Positive Responses to Extreme Adversity – A Playing 
Field for Metaphors 
Background and objectives: In Western and Euro-American terminology, posttraumatic 
growth and resilience are commonly used metaphorical terms for positive responses to extreme 
adversity. However, illness narratives have demonstrated that other cultures may have different 
metaphorical concepts that act as vehicles for shared beliefs about how to overcome traumatic 
experiences or extreme adversity. The purpose of this article was to explore shared metaphorical 
concepts used by various cultures to express different forms of positive responses to extreme 
adversity and to discuss their relevant socio-cultural factors.  
Method: A wide range of emic psychological and anthropological publications was 
unsystematically surveyed without restriction on publication date or place of origin. From the 
69 initially found publications, 27 studies, published between 1995 and 2016, were selected and 
thematically grouped according to their metaphorical, figurative sources.  
Results: The results suggest a broad range of metaphorical concepts relating to positive 
responses to extreme adversity across different cultural contexts. An existing metaphor 
classification scheme (Levold, 2012) was used to compile a mixed deductive-inductive 
taxonomy of eight metaphorical categories. These included organic, battle (with spirit 
possession as a subcategory), path/motion, container, balance, weight, object, and network 
metaphors. Four of these metaphorical categories were selected, and their socio-cultural factors 
were discussed.  
Conclusion: The arguments support the notion that there is a variety of different 
metaphorical expressions related to positive responses to extreme adversity. This pluralist 
perspective implies that no single conceptual metaphor can represent the full spectrum of 
subjective experiences of people living in different cultures and at different points in time. 
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These findings highlight the importance of respecting individuals’ perspectives on and 
interpretation of health issues and recognizing that they are strongly influenced by socio-
cultural factors.  
3.3. Summary of Study 2 
Title: Metaphors and Cultural Narratives on Adaptive Responses to Severe Adversity – 
A Field Study among the Indigenous Pitaguary Community in Brazil 
Background and objectives: Based on the assumption that there is a broad variety of 
metaphorical idioms for describing adaptive responses to severe adversity expanding on 
resilience and posttraumatic growth, one particular group was selected to provide an in-depth 
understanding of one case. This study aimed at exploring shared metaphorical concepts relating 
to adaptive responses to severe adversity among the Indigenous Pitaguary people in Brazil and 
link them to their socio-cultural context. This distinct sample was chosen due to its remoteness 
from urban, globalized and somewhat medicalized influences and because access was allowed 
to the researchers. 
Method: During a one-month ethnographic field research in July 2016, 14 individual 
semi-structured interviews and participant observations were carried out. The data were 
explored and analyzed using a systematic metaphor analysis (Schmitt, 2017). In this process, 
metaphors were deductively categorized and compiled into existing concepts, which was 
influenced by the previous categorization scheme. Later on, concepts were iteratively 
differentiated, extended and specified in an inductive-abductive way. Thereby, a heuristic 
approach provided insights into what the metaphors highlight and opened up implications for 
the respondents’ implicit worldviews.  
Results: The proposed preliminary catalog from the previous publication was 
deductively and inductively elaborated, which resulted in the following nine metaphorical 
categories: resistance and battle, union and connection, spirits and magical thinking, life as a 
journey, regaining a state of balance, time perspective, change of view, organic transformation, 
and personal development. Thereby, embodied metaphors were roughly differentiated between 
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resilience- and AAD-related concepts. To provide for a cohesive socio-cultural framework, 
ontological dimensions were identified based on culture-specific metaphors, encompassing 
collectivity, the natural world, and cosmology. Finally, different variants of self-concepts were 
discussed, which highlighted more evidence for a sociocentric, ecocentric, and cosmocentric 
understanding of the self among the Indigenous Pitaguary and less evidence for the egocentric 
perspective.   
Conclusion:  These results stress the importance to understand the socio-cultural context 
in which adaptive responses to severe adversity take place and to refrain from imposing 
globalized views about the best way to deal with adversity. This broader understanding may 
include responses that come from outside the egocentric – i.e., individualistic, so-called 
‘Western’ – perspective.  
3.4. Summary of Study 3 
Title: Culturally Shared Metaphors Expand Contemporary Concepts of Resilience and 
Post-traumatic GrowthContrasting an Indigenous Brazilian Community and a Swiss Rural 
Community 
Background and objectives: Metaphors shared by members of a community express a 
collective understanding of psychological processes, including adaptive responses to severe 
adversities. This study aimed at contrasting and contextualizing two distinct cultural groups’ 
shared metaphors for overcoming severe adversities by expanding contemporary concepts of 
resilience and PTG.  
Method: Similar to the study among the Pitaguary, semi-structured interviews were 
conducted in April 2017 with nine individuals from the Swiss mountain village, Gondo. Data 
were separately analyzed according to the systematic metaphor analysis, followed by a  
comparison to the Brazilian data.  
Results: Metaphors were organized around two main foci, based on whether they related 
to the process (acceptance/meaning making and resistance/agency) or to the outcome 
(recovery/doing well and reconfiguration/AAD) of overcoming severe adversity. Similarities 
29 
in metaphorical narratives were found concerning metaphors of balance, the perception of being 
tested (by God) and changed perspective. Some metaphors were shared but were characterized 
by different connotations; these included collective cohesion, life as a journey, and 
personification. The main differences concerned metaphors around cosmology, collectivity, 
and nature used by the Brazilian group, and metaphors of work/order, material transformation, 
and normality used by the Swiss group (see semantic map Figure 1). 
Conclusion: Results from this study suggest that the Western-devised concepts of 
resilience and PTG can be further expanded, which is highlighted by the variety of culture-
specific metaphors. This compilation of metaphorical concepts rooted in a cultural ontology 
emphasizes that it is essential to consider the nuances of clients’ illness narratives and to try to 
interpret them according to their worldview. Our findings indicate a useful approach to the 
cultural adaptation of psychological interventions. 
 
Figure 1. Semantic map of metaphorical concepts from the two study groups divided into 
common metaphors, shared metaphors with different cultural connotations, and culture-specific 
metaphors.   
30 
4. OVERALL DISCUSSION 
In the following section, the findings of the three research papers will be integrated into 
an overall discussion. Ideas that have already been discussed in the manuscripts that are part of 
this thesis will not be addressed again. The focus is on investigating the contribution of the three 
papers to the broader understanding of metaphorical expressions of adaptive responses to severe 
adversity in cultural-clinical psychology by linking findings of the thesis to most recent 
publications. First, theoretical implications for PTG and resilience in cultural-clinical 
psychology will be addressed focusing on four recent key developments. Second, practical 
implications will be provided in discussing PTG and metaphors in therapy and cultural 
adaptation of clinical interventions. Third, limitations, methodological reflections, and 
implications for further research will be presented. The section ends with a general conclusion.  
4.1. Theoretical Implications for PTG and Resilience in Cultural-Clinical Psychology 
In 2018, Tedeschi, Shakespeare-Finch, Taku, and Calhoun published their new book 
Posttraumatic Growth, which reworks and overhauls their previous Handbook of Posttraumatic 
Growth (2006). In providing new aspects of theory and research, the authors propose some 
alterations to the former PTG model, suggesting a new version with elaborated components. 
From the formerly nine aspects, the new model suggests eleven components. Eight correspond 
to the ones in the previous model. For the remaining three, one is added (i.e., culture), one is 
differently labeled (i.e., social support is relabeled as self-disclosure), and one is split (i.e., PTG 
is divided between wisdom and narrative). Another recent development, which is not a novelty 
in the publication of 2018, but was novel to the latest PTG model by Calhoun and Tedeschi 
(2013), was the supplementation of the dimension of spiritual change by ‘existential change’ 
from a publication of 2017 (Tedeschi, Cann, Taku, Senol-Durak, & Calhoun, 2017).  
In the following, these four new aspects will be outlined: The discussion will stress how 
(1) the role of culture, (2) self-disclosure at the broad community level, (2) metaphorical 
narratives and cultural myths, and (3) existential concerns are inherently linked to a far-reaching 
understanding of PTG and resilience, and how other current literature and the present thesis 
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contribute to these latest developments. Similar as to the theoretical background, the discussion 
will mostly address specificities concerning PTG (as opposed to resilience) as this was initially 
the main focus of the present thesis. Additionally, when drawing parallels to the field studies, 
most attention will be drawn on the Indigenous Pitaguary (and less on the mountain villagers 
in Gondo), as their data analysis provided the primary material for the present research.   
4.1.1.  The Contemporary Role of Culture in Mental Health Research  
Recent developments recognize that socio-cultural elements, both distant and proximate, 
should be included when operating with trauma sequelae in research (Maercker & Horn, 2013; 
Tedeschi et al., 2018). Proximate cultural elements involve individuals’ direct social systems 
(e.g., family and neighborhood) and different communities such as school, workplace, or 
worship space. Distal cultural elements include the wider cultural framework that may 
indirectly affect an individuals’ experience of overcoming severe adversity, which may also 
encompass narratives embedded in religion, myth, and art (Tedeschi et al., 2018).   
Since the early critiques on the globalization of psychiatry (e.g., Kleinman, 1987; 
Summerfield, 1999, 2012) and the diagnostic proliferation of Western-devised concepts (Carlat, 
2010; Frances, 2013), intense debates have been launched emphasizing the need to question the 
dominating biomedical model of (mental) health (Kristeva, Moro, Ødemark, & Engebretsen, 
2017) and the necessity of aiming towards a new ‘architecture’ of global mental health 
(Kirmayer & Pedersen, 2014; Kirmayer & Ryder, 2016). Scholars have stressed the importance 
of involving medical anthropology into the clinical discourse (McElroy & Townsend, 2015; 
Whitley, 2014) and fostering the commitment to new forms of interdisciplinary collaboration 
from a medical humanities’ perspective (Viney, Callard, & Woods, 2015). In line with one of 
the foci of the present thesis, a recent systematic review highlighted how culture-sensitive 
research and treatment is especially imperative to the mental health of Indigenous peoples 
(Nelson & Wilson, 2017).  
Recently, Haroz and colleagues (2017) presented a systematic review of qualitative 
studies of depression worldwide. Although not the focus of this present thesis, depression will 
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here serve as an example to demonstrate the discussion of the extent to which current diagnostic 
criteria fit the experience of people in diverse cultural contexts. The authors found significant 
cultural variation of depression and called for more profound research to explore the meaning 
and significance of these cultural differences to understand mental health around the world 
better. They particularly emphasized that “what is needed is a broader, bottom-up, open-ended 
approach to better understand the applicability of DSM depression diagnostic criteria” (Haroz 
et al., 2017, p. 152). Kirmayer and colleagues (2017) counteracted on this statement and 
stressed that Haroz and colleagues’ argument falls too short because ‘broadening’ the criteria 
by including more symptoms would diminish the importance of questioning the category of 
depression itself.  According to them, the Western cultural bias might become intensified if no 
other conceptualizations are considered. Instead, by accepting that mental health problems are 
culturally variable constructs, Kirmayer and colleagues encourage to apply a systemic, bio-
psycho-social approach to the individuals’ distress. Thereby, researchers and practitioners are 
compelled to think outside the box of the “brain-based disorder with fixed symptomatic 
features” (p.167) but think of it as part of an ecosocial network of interacting symptoms, cultural 
expectations, and social responses (Kirmayer et al., 2017). Having a more in-depth 
understanding of culture-specific mental health phenomena requires unpacking its meaning in 
specific cultural contexts, by giving systematic attention to the social structural and economic 
determinants of illness and recovery (Kirmayer et al., 2017; Ryder & Chentsova-Dutton, 2017).  
Anticipating this whole issue raised regarding local versus global orientations of mental 
health, applied to the context of overcoming severe adversity, the two field studies in the present 
thesis aimed precisely at these prerequisites for contemporary appropriate cultural-clinical 
psychology research: By detaching from the predominately used terminologies (trauma, PTG, 
and resilience), it was tried to integrate the findings on culture-specific metaphors in a socio-
cultural framework.  
Very recently, Matheson and colleagues (2018) stated that culture is a key ingredient of 
‘personalized medicine,’ which recognizes “the importance of a constellation of developmental, 
psychosocial and contextual factors in relation to the development of illnesses as well as 
33 
treatment efficacy” (p.3). The authors summarized essential points to be considered when 
acknowledging the contribution of cultural factors to mental illnesses in research and practice. 
Firstly, they pointed out that culture is a dynamic construct, as it changes over time with shifting 
environmental conditions that shape social structures, beliefs, and habits. Secondly, they 
highlighted the consideration of the ancestral (systems of knowledge), historical (e.g., collective 
trauma), and contextual (climate change, colonization, migration) entrenchment of culture. 
Thirdly, they addressed the variations in the extent to which individuals identify themselves 
with their culture by embodying cultural norms, feeling a sense of belonging, pride, and 
collective esteem, or whether they feel marginalized, shame and resentment. They noted that 
such variation contributes to the individuals’ decision whether to use their cultural identity as a 
resource that fosters resilience and PTG in the face of adversity, especially through collective 
processes of meaning-making, support seeking, or enacting in collective participation. 
Matheson and colleagues close with the emphasis on acknowledging that cultural specificities 
and variation shape a core part of individuals’ identity in ways that can be integral to mental 
health. Similar to other authors (e.g., Kirmayer, Sheiner, & Geoffroy, 2016; Nelson & Wilson, 
2017), they highlighted that this need has become particularly evident in their work with 
indigenous populations. Finally, this understanding can enable the application of a more precise 
approach to public health interventions (Matheson et al., 2018).  
By contributing to a broader understanding of culture-specific health concepts, the two 
presented field studies may add small pieces to an overall puzzle that shows cultural variation 
in mental health phenomena. Stressing the importance of improving public health interventions 
(e.g., Matheson et al., 2018), and in line with the present thesis, other authors have similarly 
emphasized the imperative need for more intensive qualitative ethnographic research in order 
to better explore the etiology and phenomenology of mental disorders in different cultures 
worldwide (Dominicé Dao, Inglin, Vilpert, & Hudelson, 2018; Kirmayer et al., 2017).  
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4.1.2.  PTG and Resilience at the Broad Community Level 
Earlier models of PTG included the essential role of social support affecting positive 
adaptation to severe adversity. The latest innovation suggests the altered label of ‘self-
disclosure’ through talking about PTG experiences or expressing it in other creative ways 
(Tedeschi et al., 2018). An important notion is the impact of ‘sharing one’s story,’ thereby being 
able to revise core beliefs and re-construct narratives in a collective network (McTighe, 2018; 
Neimeyer, 2014).  
The role of social support, along with self-disclosure within the community, has been 
claimed to be essential to both acquiring resilience and enhancing PTG (Tedeschi et al., 2018). 
In recent years, literature tried to separate aspects of community resilience and community 
PTG. Community resilience is claimed to be especially remarkable amongst rural communities, 
as they may have an ‘unwritten but lived protocol’ of self-sufficiency. Such a common 
unwritten protocol can give rise to shared values and beliefs that emerge in a rural code of 
behavior, emphasizing their commitment to family and respect to natural surroundings 
(Fleming, Ysasi, Harley, & Bishop, 2018). Noticeable emphasis has been put on studying and 
promoting community resilience in rural, Indigenous communities (e.g., Allen et al., 2014; 
Cloud Ramirez & Hammack, 2014; Kirmayer et al., 2016; Nelson & Wilson, 2017; Nystad, 
Spein, & Ingstad, 2014). As exemplified by one of the field studies of this thesis, the Pitaguary 
community was particularly characterized by their distinct Indigenous ontology, enabling them 
to strengthen their identity yielding to stronger cohesion and enhancing their resilience. 
Thereby, rituals and ceremonies were strong ways to express themselves, as similarly reported 
to enhance resilience in a post-war context among a study group in Northern Sri Lanka 
(Somasundaram & Sivayokan, 2013).  
One of the most cited authors in community resilience research is Ungar (2012, 2013, 
2015) who suggests a multi-systemic approach. He states that resilience cannot be understood 
as an individual trait, but that the whole system in which an individual is embedded contributes 
to protective processes in the face of adversity. Thus, he highlights the importance to study and 
promote resilience factors by a multi-systemic approach that includes the whole socio-cultural 
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context. Bonanno, Romero, and Klein (2015) proposed that one of the primary outcomes of 
community resilience is stable, healthy ‘population wellness’ along with multiple non-
psychological dimensions. These might include good levels of community economic 
development, disaster management, institutional vitality, and availability and maintenance of 
resources and assets.  
Tedeschi et al.  (2018) claimed that community PTG exceeds population wellness. They 
suggest that communities and cultural groups that experience PTG go through similar 
transformation processes as individual PTG by strengthening bonds, providing new 
opportunities, and building new norms. Páez et al. (2013) similarly posited that collective PTG 
could be defined as “benefits perceived in the community and society as a response to collective 
trauma experiences. It is a process of community learning reflected in collective emotions, 
emotional climate, beliefs, values and social behaviors” (p.18).   
In a useful contribution about collective PTG, Williamson (2014) reported on the case of 
survivors of the genocide that took place in Rwanda. The author raised the interesting point that 
PTG at the collective level is about agency and communion, thus highlighting changes in 
socially shared ideologies. Thereby, the balance between autonomy (freedom) and relatedness 
(reconciliation) is suggested as an essential element to increase group cohesion and collective 
identity. All these aspects including agency, communion, autonomy, and social cohesion were 
equally encountered in both field studies of the present thesis. However, in the Swiss study 
group, such orientations decreased over time. This notion underscores the occurrence of 
community PTG in various cultures but pointing out that its manifestation may not be equally 
enduring. Tedeschi and McNally (2011) emphasized that collective growth may also include 
finding an altruistic motive or devoting oneself to the service to others. According to narratives 
in the two field studies of the present thesis, this motive was particularly relevant to the villagers 
from Gondo in the first phase after the natural disaster and has been reported to be essential 
throughout for the Indigenous Pitaguary. This finding shows again that collective PTG can 
manifest similarly in different cultural groups but may vary with the temporal distance or 
involvement with the adversity.  
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As discussed in the third study of this thesis, many differences in metaphorical 
expressions among the two study groups may be linked to the different trauma types (one-off 
natural disaster vs. long-term, interpersonal adversity). However, as pointed out, various 
metaphorical narratives are also expected to have emerged from different socio-cultural 
backgrounds, influenced by cultural values and norms. A recent study tackled the question 
whether PTG following the same trauma type (in this case natural disaster) is experienced 
differently depending on whether the culture was denominated as collectivistic or 
individualistic (Wlodarczyk et al., 2017). The authors compared community PTG between 
Chile representing a Latin American, collectivistic culture and Spain representing a European, 
individualistic culture. They concluded that their collectivistic study group was more likely to 
perceive communal changes than the individualistic group and attributed this to stronger 
collectivistic values. These findings are in line with the stronger collective bonds reported by 
the Pitaguary as opposed to the less pronounced collective cohesion amongst villagers from 
Gondo. However, whether the collective bonds conveyed by the Pitaguary were, in fact, a 
positive result of their shared struggle or ways of maintaining their resilience, was left open. As 
similarly reported in other studies with individuals from collectively-oriented cultures (e.g., 
Kayser, Wind, & Shankar, 2008; Shakespeare-Finch, Schweitzer, King, & Brough, 2014), the 
Pitaguary tended to assert that their positive coping was because but not a result of their sense 
for collectivity. This notion illustrates their understanding of community resilience, which again 
highlights how difficult it is to distinguish the two constructs of resilience and PTG precisely. 
Both community resilience and community PTG are said to be strongly associated with 
self-disclosure allowing for revised narratives and communal reappraisal of core beliefs 
(Tedeschi et al., 2018). Self-disclosure at the community level may also be linked to reinforced 
political participation and engagement (Rimé, Paez, Nekane, & Martinez, 2010). This 
engagement becomes visible when shared narratives are enacted (Kirmayer & Ramstead, 2017), 
thereby allowing for a sense self-efficacy within the community. A community may, for 
example, build up memorial/appreciation events, set up community centers for evacuation, or 
establish new network services (Tedeschi et al., 2018). All these examples were reported from 
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the villagers in Gondo. Active engagement was also impressively observed during the field 
study in Brazil, as representatives of the Pitaguary regularly held public speeches, participated 
in Indigenous public festivities and worked on inaugurating their museum.  
4.1.3.  From Cultural Myths to Shared Realities  
In Tedeschi et al.’s (2018) most recent model of PTG, the components of narratives and 
wisdom are separated. The authors argue that these components may be overlapping but that 
they are not identical. Wisdom and PTG are said to be reciprocally related, may co-occur, and 
can interact (Webster & Deng, 2015). A recent study showed that wiser people process 
experienced adversities in a more exploratory way, which fosters meaning and growth, even if 
that process is sometimes unpleasant (Weststrate & Glück, 2017). Another aspect of wisdom is 
the one of ‘psychological preparedness,’ which enables individuals to adapt faster to subsequent 
distress (Janoff-Bulman, 2004). The aspect of psychological preparedness was noticed in both 
study groups from the present thesis, as both expressed metaphors of being ‘ready to confront 
anything in the future’ or that they believe to have ‘emerged strengthened’ from the adversity.   
Narratives, on the other hand, are suggested to be “more than just a post hoc accounting 
for the changes that we undergo in response to life disruption” (p.78), – though they furthermore 
serve the vital function of attributing meaning to severe adversity (Neimeyer, 2014). For 
reasons of simplicity, in this section, conceptual differences in wisdom and narrative are not 
strictly separated from each other. It can be argued that ‘wise truths’ are shared in cultural 
narratives, myths, and proverbs. As cultural narratives and myths are rich in metaphors and give 
rise to co-constructed realities, this aspect will herewith be further highlighted.  
In his popular monography Sapiens – A Brief History of Humankind, the historian Yuval 
Harari (2014) emphasizes that culture builds upon social constructs. Based on principles of 
constructivism and symbolic interactionism presented earlier (see section 2.3.), he argues that 
everything in life is based on cultural myth, collective fantasy, and constructed imagination. 
With the emergence of language in history, the ‘humankind’ was for the first time able to create 
a shared fiction, allowing for a network of fantasies, making it possible to communicate about 
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fictive ‘things’ that are not visible at present. Harari summarizes that social constructs are 
transmitted via myths and narratives, which are based on ‘made up’ realities that become in fact 
real, as soon as everybody shares them and beliefs in them. Hence, according to Harari, 
language and shared fiction made our entire subsequent history possible, which highlights the 
power of oral legends and cultural tales.  
This popular contribution has scientific parallels. Bridging Harari’s (2014) proposition to 
the present thesis, narratives are said to be a way to capture the processes involved in PTG and 
allow people to construct their new reality or past events so that they make sense (or not make 
sense) to them (Tedeschi et al., 2018). Numerous scholars from various disciplines including 
Jung (1943), Kirmayer (1993), Kimmel (2004), Kövecses (2010), and Schmitt (2017) have all 
pointed out to the importance of recognizing cultural narratives (including myths and 
metaphors) as foundation for a shared reality influencing how we process severe adversity. In 
the context of mental health, Kirmayer (2015) has stressed that both everyday illness experience 
and clinical representations are embedded in narratives that are co-constructed by clients and 
their surroundings. 
The vital function of co-constructing new realities and revising narratives has recently 
been emphasized by an article providing clinical recommendations in fostering positive well-
being in Cambodian female refugees in the U.S. (Uy & Okubo, 2018). The authors conclude 
that reshaping trauma narratives may help the women to explore alternative perspectives, and 
re-storying their trauma experience may significantly reduce shame and foster greater self-
esteem.  As similarly reported for Cambodian culture, for the Indigenous Pitaguary, some of 
the most redemptive narratives incorporated forms of spiritual recovery. In both Cambodian 
refugees and Brazilian Pitaguary, religious and spiritual narratives are often used as ways of 
making sense of their suffering. Moreover, whereas for the Cambodian refugee women an 
important step toward positive psychological adaptation was their changed self-denomination 
as ‘victim’ of trauma to a ‘survivor’ of trauma, the Pitaguary were proud to call themselves 
‘warriors.’ This narrative emphasis may have helped them regain personal power and perceive 
self-efficacy. 
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Shared myths and metaphors can appear in cultural narratives, including folk sayings and 
idioms but they may not always be linguistic. Some cultures may particularly value 
metaphorical resources in art, religious writings, or in cultural practices such as ritual dance 
(Tay, 2017a). Cultural rituals are especially interesting, as they often involve some sort of 
magical thinking, exemplified by the case of the Pitaguary. Magical thinking is understood as 
a way of attempting to predict or influence the unforeseen or uncontrollable by interpreting 
objects and incidents as signs, which results in behaving in specific ways (Watzlawik & 
Valsiner, 2012). Cultural differences can thereby be seen in the various ways in which people 
create meaning and enact it in their practices. Putting it this way, any kind of metaphor or myth, 
be it in a narrative or another expressive form, can shed light on cultural beliefs and specific 
ontologies (Carrithers, Candea, Sykes, Holbraad, & Venkatesan, 2010; Kirmayer & Ramstead, 
2017).  
Cultural beliefs and shared metaphorical narratives are deeply rooted in historical and 
contemporary political aspects of a culture. Such shared expressions can be regarded as 
characteristic of a time era and as expressing some literal truth of contemporary reality 
(Danzinger, 2000). Tedeschi and colleagues (2018) have taken this one step further and argued 
that collective adversities and cultural myths and tales about them can even change societies. 
Such cultural shifts can be observed in many Indigenous cultures worldwide, as exemplified by 
a study with Aboriginal peoples (Matheson et al., 2018). Aboriginal youth has especially been 
negatively affected by their harsh political conditions, as they have tried to claim a positive 
cultural identity while internalizing racial stereotypes and prejudices. In contrast, Aboriginal 
elders and adults have been willing to share their narratives of resistance about their collective 
trauma experience, which may in turn influence resilience and healing among subsequent 
generations by promoting greater cultural awareness and pride. This shift in mentality, 
influenced by cultural narratives, has equally been observed during the field research among 
the Pitaguary and has similarly been stated in another study amongst the same group (Abreu, 
2013). In conversations during the field study, just like the elders and adults, young Pitaguary 
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representatives expressed metaphors emphasizing the ‘collective fight’ or ‘growing together 
like the bamboo.’  
Shared metaphors and myths not only inform us about the oral history of a culture’s past 
and contemporary reality but also about underlying existential beliefs and assumptions of self-
concepts. 
4.1.4.  Existential Concerns and Self-Concepts 
The PTGI has been criticized for assessing the domain of spiritual change with only two 
items, one focusing on religiosity and the other focusing on spiritual understanding (Shaw, 
Joseph, & Linley, 2005). The original authors recently elaborated a revision of this PTGI 
domain and suggested to integrate spiritual and existential change, which allows a diversity of 
perspectives on spiritual-existential experiences that are represented in different cultures 
(Tedeschi et al., 2017). By extending the questionnaire from a 2- to a 6-item-factor, it allows 
individuals who do not report a better understanding of spiritual matters or a strengthening of 
religious beliefs to still address existential concerns that are not tied to traditional religious 
beliefs. Such existential concerns include any process of examining changes experienced in the 
aftermath of severe adversities related to the self-concept and similar worldviews (Tedeschi et 
al., 2017).  
Religiosity and existential concerns are said to offer a means of making sense of the world 
and a person’s place in it, by providing pathways to understanding when the sense is not 
apparent (Tedeschi et al., 2017, 2018). The discovery of meaning through religiosity and 
existential beliefs has shown to foster both PTG and resilience processes (Ai, Hall, Pargament, 
& Tice, 2013; Starnino, 2016). Existential concerns may indirectly also play a critical role as a 
distal cultural element in fostering PTG and resilience. As a distal element, existential beliefs 
can yield to revised narratives, definitions, and meanings of collective adversity, which can 
develop new ways of perceiving and talking about positive adaptation in a cultural group 
(Tedeschi et al., 2018).  
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The aspect of existential beliefs itself was only marginally tackled in the three articles of 
the present thesis. However, existential and religious concerns played a significant role in the 
self-concepts of the two study groups. As the approach to extend the aspect of spirituality and 
religiosity by ‘existential concerns’ newly includes reflections on interconnections with others, 
harmony, and mortality, it now allows for more flexibility by conjoining different aspects of 
self-concepts and worldviews. These various forms of worldviews, self-concepts, and religious 
influences will briefly be reflected upon.  
In the two empirical field studies, the metaphors on overcoming severe adversity were set 
into a broader socio-cultural context by describing possible sources of underlying worldviews. 
It has been argued that the Swiss’ metaphor conceptualization was influenced by mainly 
historical trends such as the Protestant work ethics, industrialization, and postmodern 
individualistic mindset. The Pitaguary’s expressions were claimed to be influenced by three 
particular worldviews, including the sociocentric, ecocentric, and cosmocentric, giving rise to 
a distinctive interdependent and holistic self-concept. What both cultural groups have in 
common regarding existential beliefs, is the influence of Christianity. Tedeschi and colleagues 
(2018) elaborated on the influence of the major world religions on the development of PTG. 
According to them, Christianity teaches that pain and suffering may be understood as 
preparation for better things to come. Although they acknowledge that each of the sub-branches 
of Christianity shares different beliefs, values, and practices, they point out that Jesus’ suffering 
is described as having the power to transform pain into growth and thus greater preparedness 
(Tedeschi et al., 2018). Indeed, both study groups expressed many metaphors implying their 
‘psychological preparedness’, as has been stated in the context of wisdom (Janoff-Bulman, 
2004), and many shared the belief to be tested by God.  
However, the feeling to be tested by God following adversity may not always imply an 
increased sense of religiosity. Especially in the Swiss subgroup, an increased religiosity 
following the disaster was not stated. Instead, many expressed doubt that God would be able to 
let such tragedy happen. These findings are comparable to a report of individuals in Germany 
who showed a decreased sense of religious beliefs following the devastating time era of 
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National Socialism (Wagner & Maercker, 2010). A floor effect of religious and spiritual beliefs 
was also found in a study with a Taiwanese sample (Ho et al., 2013) and research conducted in 
Spain (Vázquez & Paez, 2010).  
A second existential aspect raised presenting the Swiss results was their humbleness not 
to ascribe positive changes in their lives to the natural disaster. Some individuals stated that – 
retrospectively seen – the positive change may have been a byproduct of regular life 
developments. This attitude was, for instance, revealed in the Swiss’ reduced emphasis on 
organic transformation (indicative of positive change), compared to the Brazilian expressions. 
In fact, none of the Swiss respondents ever used the expression ‘growth,’ whereas the Brazilian 
did several times. As the Swiss did not seem to share such a strong ecocentric perspective as 
the Brazilians did, metaphors reminding of organic change were not as prevailing. However, 
relating the Swiss’ responses to religious influences, the biblical perspective on resilience and 
PTG is said to precisely emphasize the outcomes of humility, rather than greater strength and 
self-confidence. The recognition is that weakness is the key to Christianity and that God’s 
strength or power is made perfect in human being’s vulnerability (Tan, 2013). This derivation 
may imply why the Swiss did not directly search for growth and stayed humble in their 
understanding of how they would change in the aftermath of adversity. In turn, this line of 
reasoning would question the Brazilian emphasis on ‘growth’ metaphors, as they are also 
influenced by biblical ideas. This again, suggests that the Brazilian expressions might be 
somewhat more influenced by the aspiration to mirror their natural surroundings than their 
Christian worldviews. 
Humility was also expressed by the Brazilian respondents, thereby often referring to their 
contentment of being connected to ‘their people’ and nature. Existential concerns amongst the 
Pitaguary were strongly marked by their animistic worldview, as they repeatedly emphasized 
their connection to nature and their spirits. In Merriam Webster’s Dictionary (2018) Animism 
is defined as “a doctrine that the vital principle of organic development is immaterial spirit,” 
whereby “conscious life is attributed to nature or natural objects.” Amongst anthropologists 
animism is recognized as a major cross-cultural mode through which humans relate to 
43 
nonhumans (Bird-David, 2018). Animism, with its inexistent hierarchies, stands in contrast to 
Christianity and its almighty God. Similar to Buddhism, Animism is not seen as a specific 
religion, but rather as an overall ideology encompassing different belief systems and various 
forms of worship. Interestingly, some perspectives reminding of Buddhist teachings were 
noticeable in metaphors among the Pitaguary, including expressions of ‘purity of the mind’, as 
found to be symbolized by the Lotus Flower, ‘relief or cleaning from suffering’, and the notion 
that ‘both positive and negative emotion can be experienced in a balanced way’ (Zheng & Gray, 
2015). This commonality between Indigenous and Buddhist expressions may either be 
attributed to the common denominator of the naturalistic worldview or to the globalizing power 
of cultural worldviews, that is, the spreading of shared myths.  
Either way, the Pitaguary are strongly marked by a syncretistic worldview by believing 
in a monotheistic God, polytheistic saints, and animistic spirits. With the emerging 
globalization, such syncretism may increasingly influence individuals’ mindsets in the future 
(Harari, 2014) allowing for a substantial blending of existential beliefs and self-concepts. This, 
in turn, may further affect metaphor conceptualization relating to PTG and resilience, reminding 
us of the steady dynamics of mental health concepts, emerging from the co-construction of 
cultural myths and shared realities represented in narratives.  
4.2. Practical Implications 
Broadening perspectives of PTG and resilience by the role of culture, the broad 
community level, metaphorical narratives, and existential concerns and self-concepts may 
prove an essential asset for clinical interventions in different ways. The following sections 
present an overview of possible practical implications for PTG and psychotherapy, the role of 
metaphors and narratives in psychotherapy, and the usefulness of cultural adaptation for clinical 
interventions.   
4.2.1.  PTG and Psychotherapy 
More than a decade ago, Zoellner and Maercker (2006) stated that the concept of PTG 
must be understood as offering new perspectives that may potentially support treatment in 
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psychotherapy. To date, very few intervention programs have been examined that were 
explicitly designed to foster growth (Uy & Okubo, 2018). Although interventions addressing 
PTG are lacking, a recent meta-analysis showed that active intervention could help people make 
the most of adversity (Roepke, 2015). In conceptualizing relevant interventions, Tedeschi and 
McNally (2011) proposed a framework that was initially developed to promote PTG in combat 
veterans. Subsequently, Calhoun and Tedeschi (2013) devoted a whole book to describe the 
application of this approach for a variety of trauma survivors. According to them, elements of 
interventions that are aimed to foster PTG may include psycho-education, management of 
emotional distress (both of which’s discussion would exceed the scope of this thesis), 
constructive self-disclosure, development of a coherent revised narrative, and the articulation 
of new life principles that can be robust to future challenging events (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 
2013; Tedeschi et al., 2018). This latter element underscores resilience as a possible PTG 
outcome. Recently, Tedeschi and Moore (2016) published a Posttraumatic Growth Workbook 
recommending several exercises how to best deal with potentially traumatic experiences. These 
exercises comprise fundamental guidelines how to engage in reappraisal, deliberate rumination, 
and meaning-making to reconstruct cores beliefs (Tedeschi & Blevins, 2015). 
Following severe adversity, affected individuals are said to create their systems of 
meaning to understand their experiences and organize them according to their implicit 
worldview, allowing for transformative changes (Neimeyer & Raskin, 2000). In line with the 
constructivist perspective (Janoff-Bulman, 1992), the new reality resulting from these 
transformative changes is not ‘out there’ to be found, but is constructed inside each of us. This 
constructed reality is, moreover, a result of our culture, our perception, and language, showing 
that we cannot access reality outside language and meaning (Prochaska & Norcross, 2018). In 
psychotherapy, this approach could translate into a therapist asking questions that challenge a 
client’s automatic meaning-making processes. Thereby, it is assumed that clients report 
difficulties not because they have a mental disorder, but because of the unfavorable way they 
frame and label their problems or the way they make sense of the challenging events (Neimeyer, 
2014; Neimeyer & Raskin, 2000). 
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Seeing PTG as a possible common process in the aftermath of adversity means that 
practitioners could adhere to useful overall implications based on recent research. Tedeschi and 
colleagues (2018) elaborated on five essential implications of the PTG focus for clinical work. 
Findings of the present thesis can to a great extent substantiate these implications. First, 
practitioners are encouraged to be more sensitive to the definition of adversity from the clients’ 
point of view, and the degree to which the clients’ core beliefs or assumptive world are 
challenged. Thereby, one must be cautioned about applying the terms trauma and PTG, but 
allow for other metaphorical terms used by the client instead (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2013; 
Zoellner & Maercker, 2006). Second, practitioners should be more willing to be expert 
companions, rather than to impose their expertise on someone else’s experience. This, again, 
involves adapting the client’s language, which allows for personal reconstruction and individual 
revised narratives. Third, practitioners are expected to be more aware of the different PTG 
domains that can occur and to highlight their potential changes. This includes broadening the 
understanding of what such a domain may comprise by also including socio-cultural factors, 
possibilities of self-disclosure at the community level and various facets of self-concepts. Forth, 
practitioners are compelled to focus on the aftermath of the severe adversity rather than the 
adversity itself. One must be reminded that PTG is not about the event, but how a person lives 
in its aftermath. Fifth and last, practitioners should be aware that PTG leads to ways that their 
clients may become equipped to be expert companions themselves to help others (Tedeschi et 
al., 2018).  
By combining some of the leading aspects outlined above, that is, the adaptation of the 
client’s understanding of overcoming severe adversity, being the expert companion and taking 
on the constructivist account, it is fundamental to be aware of the choice of words practitioners 
use to work with affected individuals. Consequently, the consideration of metaphors and 
narratives can be a valuable asset in psychotherapy.   
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4.2.2.  Metaphors and Narratives in Psychotherapy 
Narrative therapy can assist clients engaging in new forms of ‘story-telling’ about their 
trauma experiences, while they can feel an enhanced sense of empowerment (Neimeyer, 2014). 
A recent publication on Cambodian refugee women reported that their recovery and growth 
significantly depended on the processes of narrative reconstruction and meaning-making (Uy 
& Okubo, 2018). To engage in the meaning-making process, the women used cultural 
narratives, known to be highly metaphorical (Dwairy, 2015; Kimmel, 2004; Kirmayer & 
Ramstead, 2017).  
Metaphors are essential tools for active meaning-making in the constructivist sense. They 
can reflect the organization, communication, and the attempt of understanding trauma or severe 
adversity (Tay, 2017b). Thus, in the context of contemporary psychotherapy, principles of 
conceptual metaphor theory are commonly encountered: the perceived reality can be 
linguistically constructed and thought patterns could influence one’s behavior (Tay & Jordan, 
2015). Given the abstract nature of psychological experiences and the difficulty to describe 
them literally, clients and practitioners can profit from the use of appropriate metaphors as 
concrete descriptive resources. A recent study with Chinese individuals demonstrated how 
using death metaphors would facilitate their communication about it, instead of talking about 
death directly (Yin, Fang, Zhou, Shen, & He, 2017). Metaphorical speech allowed them to refer 
to death as ‘a sweet sleep,’ ‘fallen leaves return to the roots’ or ‘a blank endless nothingness.’  
Working with metaphors allows a shift from a verbal mode to an imaginary process, making 
the experience, the tacit assumptions, and underlying emotions more accessible (Hinton & 
Kirmayer, 2017). Traumatized migrants may, for instance, communicate their concept of illness 
as their ‘head being full of rubbish’ (Maier & Straub, 2011), while a practitioner may caution 
his or her client that living with anorexia is like ‘trying to drive a car without petrol’ (Stott, 
Mansell, Salkovskis, Lavender, & Cartwrigth-Hatton, 2010).  
In therapy, metaphors can act as resources that help re-shaping highly aversive life events 
and introduce new frames of reference, thereby empowering the client to construct and expand 
alternative perspectives (Lyddon, Clay, & Sparks, 2001; Sparkes & Smith, 2013). In this 
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process, clients are encouraged to change a metaphor that describes a problem into another 
metaphor that represents a solution (Tay & Jordan, 2015). By altering the metaphor, clients can 
modify their attitude towards the problem so that they become capable of considering new ways 
of making meaning and coping (Dwairy, 2015; Kirmayer, 2004). A recent example of such 
favorable introduction of a new mindset is the use of flexibility-related metaphors (Hinton & 
Kirmayer, 2017) that can be used to frame a shift in the meaning of aversive experiences while 
promoting positive development. The introduction of emotional and cognitive flexibility 
through metaphorical language might potentially be efficient to avoid pathological 
developments within a person. This enhanced flexibility can facilitate adaptation to highly 
stressful life events and may lead to better coping. Metaphors which convey notions of 
dysfunctionality may, therefore, be replaced by framing other metaphorical concepts (Hinton 
& Kirmayer, 2017).  
The use of metaphors is today widely spread in mainstream psychotherapies. Successful 
use of the therapeutic tool has recently been reported within systemic therapy (McGuinty et al., 
2017), cognitive behavioral therapy (Killick, Curry, & Myles, 2016), and in the third wave of 
cognitive behavioral therapy, with the latter integrating body-related aspects (Hayes, 2016). 
This perspective of exploring the metaphor-body-mind relationship has especially gained 
importance in recent years (Faranda, 2014; Tay, 2017a). It has been argued that “psychotherapy 
(and healthcare in general [Demjén & Semino, 2017]) is where bodily phenomena are of 
immediate concern and relevance; that is, psychotherapy is not just a context in which bodily 
metaphors are embedded, but where the body is itself a topic and/or resource, independent of 
whether metaphoricity is involved” (Tay, 2017a, p. 188). This characteristic allows for the 
immediate interaction of metaphor, body, and psychotherapy, such that an alteration of the 
relationship between two of these aspects would have implications for the third (Tay, 2017a).  
This integrative approach represents in large part a reaction against the biomedical, 
individualistic Western understanding of mental health that emphasizes a separation of mind 
and body (Kirmayer & Pedersen, 2014; Kleinman, 1977). Somatic factors have been claimed 
to be especially salient in mental health issues among collectivistic non-Western cultures 
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(Dwairy, 2015; Ryder, Yang, & Heine, 2002). In therapy, metaphors are said to be 
fundamentally connected with cultural aspects, as the communication of shared meanings 
always carries cultural connotations (Lloyd, 2017). By referring to Jung (1943), Kopp (2013), 
one of the leading figures in metaphor therapy, considers individual metaphors to be analogous 
to cultural archetypes and myths, standing for narratives that represent the collective experience 
of a culture. This statement goes in line with assertions from numerous scholars outlined earlier 
in this thesis (e.g., Harari, 2014; Kirmayer, 1993; Kövecses, 2010). Especially trauma 
experiences are claimed to be shaped by cultural stories and tales, which are strongly influenced 
by political, historical, and economic aspects (Uy & Okubo, 2018). This socio-cultural 
embedment highlights the importance to carefully apply narratives and metaphors used to foster 
resilience and PTG in cultural context, as they may be especially useful for individuals of one 
culture, and entirely meaningless for individuals of the other culture. 
4.2.3.  Cultural Adaptation of Clinical Interventions 
Given the evidence of the diversity of both cultural conceptualizations of mental distress 
(Kohrt et al., 2014) and assumptions how to best deal with stress (e.g., Kuo, 2011; Vázquez et 
al., 2014) – as also substantiated by the results of the present thesis –, applying metaphors of 
resilience and growth in clinical practice may not make sense to individuals of any arbitrary 
culture. It is therefore vital to culturally adapt clinical interventions, including both individual 
therapeutic and large-scale interventions, to improve communication between mental health 
workers and affected individuals (Von Lersner & Kizilhan, 2017). The present thesis 
underscores the proposition that the consideration of culture-specific metaphors can be an 
essential asset for cultural adaptation of clinical interventions.  
Bernal and colleagues (2009) defined cultural adaptation as the “systematic modification 
of an evidence-based treatment to account for language, culture, and context in a way that is 
consistent with the client’s cultural patterns, meanings and values” (p. 362). The researchers 
developed a framework for cultural adaptation of mental health interventions, which 
encompasses eight elements: (1) language, (2) therapeutic relationship, (3) metaphors, (4) 
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content of intervention, (5) concept of illness, (6) treatment goals, (7) delivering methods, and 
(8) context (Bernal & Sáez-Santiago, 2006). Several subsequent systematic reviews and meta-
analyses showed that culturally adapted interventions are more effective than non-adapted ones 
(Benish, Quintana, & Wampold, 2011; Hall, Ibaraki, Huang, Marti, & Stice, 2016; Harper 
Shehadeh, Heim, Chowdhary, Maercker, & Albanese, 2016), and that the effectiveness 
increases the more adapted elements according to the Bernal framework are implemented 
(Bernal et al., 2009). Meta-analytic evidence has shown that the inclusion of a cultural ‘illness 
myth’ was responsible for superior outcomes in culturally adapted psychotherapy (Benish et 
al., 2011). One of the studies moreover revealed differences in the extent of cultural adaptation 
across the studies, with the use of metaphors being one of the most frequently applied elements 
of cultural adaptation (Harper Shehadeh et al., 2016).  
A recent study on the cultural adaption of cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT; Hinton & 
Patel, 2017) compiled specific ways to make CBT treatment more appropriate and effective for 
ethnic minorities. The authors specifically emphasized the use of culture-specific metaphors, 
proverbs, stories, and analogies to convey the therapeutic message. Using culturally appropriate 
linguistic images can help promote the clients’ self-esteem, in the sense that their rich and 
important culture will be envisioned, which may also improve the therapeutic alliance, as the 
therapist can express appreciation for the cultural background. The authors substantiate this by 
an example that may be employed with Latino immigrants in the U.S. Within a CBT session, 
the culturally immanent phrase “Don’t drown in a glass of water” (no se ahogue en un vaso de 
agua) can be used, which makes them the effect of attentional focus on mood and the dangers 
of rumination concerning depressive disorders more easily comprehensible (Hinton & Patel, 
2017).        
In the context of traumatic experiences, the most widely tested method of culturally 
adapted intervention is the narrative exposure therapy (NET), which draws its principles on 
creating a coherent narrative of one’s aversive life experiences (Neuner et al., 2004). NET has 
recently been culturally adapted with the aim of fostering PTG in Cambodian refugee women 
in the U.S. by including traditional and cultural beliefs in the reconstruction of their trauma 
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narratives (Uy & Okubo, 2018). Beyond fostering resilience and PTG in individuals, the 
adaptation of narratives and metaphors can also be applied in peer-support groups or on the 
broad community level (Tedeschi et al., 2018). It has recently been highlighted how vital it is 
to extend the scope of adapted interventions beyond the individual to the family and social 
system of affected individuals (Silove, Ventevogel, & Rees, 2017). 
The global mental health movement emphasizes the urgent need to develop affordable 
interventions that can reach as many people as possible at a global scale, but without 
disregarding the cultural and contextual differences and particularities in these settings (Heim, 
Harper Shehadeh, Van’t Hof, & Carswell, 2018). Hence, there is a pressing need to not only 
adapting clinical interventions to any given cultural context, but also to upscaling them. 
According to the World Health Organization (WHO; 2017), scalable interventions are brief, 
modified, evidence-based psychological treatments. They can easily be adapted to different 
cultures and contexts and can be delivered by trained non-specialists or in self-help format (e.g., 
books, audio material or online). Examples of scalable interventions that were culturally and 
contextually adapted to diverse local settings include The Friendship Bench Programme in 
Zimbabwe (Chibanda et al., 2015), the Problem Management Plus (Dawson et al., 2015), or the 
Step-by-Step program on e-mental health (Carswell et al., 2018). All these interventions may 
be applied diverse mental disorders (for more details see Heim et al., 2018).  
Currently, one can literally observe a ‘boom’ concerning research on cultural adaptation 
of scalable mental health interventions. Many researchers endeavor to conceptualize 
frameworks that provide a common grounds for how to culturally adapt interventions to reduce 
mental distress (e.g., Chu & Leino, 2017; Healey et al., 2017). Adaptable and scalable 
interventions are then helpful when core psychological interventions such as problem-solving, 
stress management, or behavioral activation can easily be applied to many cultures without 
losing their meaningfulness, as they are devised to address universal aspects of human suffering 
(Heim et al., 2018). Moreover, such culturally adapted, scalable interventions can be most 
effective, when they are not narrowed down to one illness, but trans-diagnostically applicable. 
From an economic perspective, it is therefore essential to find the ‘proper dose’ of cultural 
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adaptation, which can be seen as the art of culturally tailoring and generalizing ways of 
investigating and treating mental illness (Heim et al., 2018). However, although efforts have 
been made to develop pathways for adapted large-scaled interventions on mental illness, the 
provision of such interventions on adaptive responses to adversity, e.g., by fostering resilience, 
remains scarce (Hall et al., 2016).  
4.3. Limitations, Methodological Reflections, and Outlook for Future Research 
Several limitations and methodological reflections should be noted concerning data 
collection and data analysis of the conducted field studies, and the positioning of cultural-
clinical psychology within the tension between etic and emic research. So far, all these aspects 
were not majorly tackled in the three publications of this present thesis. Most of the limitations 
will give rise to suggestions for improving future research.  
4.3.1.  Shortcomings in Data Collection and its Prospects  
Concerning data collection, four significant shortcomings and prospects for future studies 
will be outlined. These concern the pre-defined question catalog, the selection of participants 
with regards to their experienced adversity, the convenience-sampling, and the aspect of time.  
First, although it was made sure that no suggestive questions with metaphorical content 
were asked during the interview, participants were potentially influenced by the semi-structured 
questions containing wordings such as ‘positive’ or ‘changes’ (e.g., “After having experienced 
such a life adversity, do you think that something positive has resulted from the event?”; for the 
complete question catalog see Appendix). Following principles of ethnographic emic research 
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007), we restrained from setting a priori hypotheses. However, by 
using a predefined semi-structured question catalog, it is questionable how much unknowingly 
predefined assumptions were applied by asking questions elaborated prior to data collection 
that convey some sort of an ‘outsider’s’ expectation. According to the principles of emic 
ethnographic research, any sort of predefined question would limit research to be free from 
presuppositions (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). As much as emic data collection has been 
sought in the present research, by trying to allow participants to come up with their own themes, 
52 
a certain frame had to be applied to obtain results for the predefined research questions. By 
enabling a somewhat flexible qualitative research procedure, a few questions were modified 
after the first couple of interviews. However, the core structure of the question catalog remained 
the same throughout. For future ethnographic studies, it is suggested to spend more time in the 
field, so that own themes can arise more spontaneously in informal conversations.  
Second, the selection of participants with regards to their specific experience must be 
questioned. As shortly depicted in the discussion of Study 3, metaphorical differences in the 
two study groups are surely not easily comparable because of the different adversity types 
experienced. Numerous studies have pointed out that the type of trauma can influence the extent 
to which psychological adaptation is experienced and also how this is manifested differently 
(e.g., Aronson, Kyler, Morgan, Perkins, & Love, 2017; Gul & Karanci, 2017; Shakespeare-
Finch & Armstrong, 2010). These studies argue for the utility of analyzing PTG and resilience 
in their broader conceptions that may have differential relationships with varying trauma types. 
For future studies to engage in a more systematic approach, researchers are encouraged to refer 
to a trauma grid (Maercker, 2013), thereby comparing adaptive responses of four types of 
adversities along a contingency table, that is, unique or long-ranging vs. human-made or nature-
provoked. However, despite the criticism on diverging adversity types, it is likely that 
metaphorical differences found in Study 3 are due to the influence of other factors such as the 
subjectively perceived severity of the event, the explanatory model, or as especially outlined 
the socio-cultural background, rather than purely the types of events. Because types of events 
are often confounded with other variables, it remains challenging to make conclusions that hold 
across various populations exposed to differing contexts (Tedeschi et al., 2018).  
A third limitation, also concerning the selection of participants, is the inclusion of 
convenience samples. The participants in the two field studies have indeed been exposed to 
severe political struggle or were witness to the natural disaster, but they were all individuals 
who immediately showed the willingness to disseminate their positive attitude in the aftermath 
of adversity, which may have slightly biased the results. If other participants were interviewed, 
we might not have found such a variety of PTG and resilience metaphors. In this regard, future 
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research should prioritize the study of PTG and resilience in more heterogeneous samples, 
which would take account of a variety of individuals that are not immediately willing to mainly 
talk about positive aspects of recovery.  
Forth, different aspects of time must be critically evaluated. In the two presented field 
studies, the relation of time to the adversity is expected to have accounted for differences in 
metaphor conceptualization between the study groups. The time aspect is clearly associated 
with the different adversity type, which has been long-lasting (and is still ongoing) amongst the 
Pitaguary and was unique amongst the Swiss. A variation of expressions was also found within 
particularly one study. In her master’s thesis, which is embedded in this present Ph.D. project, 
Truniger (2018) found in the cross-sectional data that in the narratives among the Swiss study 
group, metaphorical images changed over time. Retrospectively seen, immediately after the 
natural disaster, life was perceived as a battle within the chaos, which was later put in order, 
so that the previous status-quo could be achieved. Over time, life was perceived as a journey, 
where things could be seen more clear, and a certain distance to the adversity was possible until 
finally the adversity was accepted as a steady companion in life, which would yield different 
positive changes. Such changes in metaphorical expressions must be interpreted with caution, 
as these are merely examples from cross-sectional, and thus retrospective, but not from 
longitudinal data. It is expected that if the Pitaguary or the villagers from Gondo were 
interviewed at various points in time, even greater differences in metaphors within and between 
groups would have emerged, so that temporal changes in metaphorical conceptualizations 
would have been visible.  
Numerous studies have recently shown inconsistent findings regarding adaptive 
responses to severe adversity in relation to time in longitudinal analyses, e.g., among U.S. 
military veterans (Morgan & Desmarais, 2017; Tsai, Sippel, Mota, Southwick, & Pietrzak, 
2016) or cancer patients (Husson et al., 2017; Pat-Horenczyk et al., 2016). Possible explanations 
for considerable variations in adaptive responses, particularly in PTG, are influences of illusory 
aspects or self-deception (Pat-Horenczyk et al., 2015; Zoellner & Maercker, 2006). Thereby, 
some people retrospectively tend to ‘sugarcoat’ their aversive events whereas others may be 
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demoralized or embittered (Nanni, Caruso, Sabato, & Grassi, 2018). This may yield to ceiling- 
or floor effects when measuring changes in PTG perceptions over time (Taku, Iimura, & 
McDiarmid, 2018). By considering temporal changes in longitudinal data, it reminds us of the 
dynamics of psychological well-being and influence of culture yielding to variable metaphor 
conceptualization, which is all rooted in historical trends, political changes, and other shifts in 
the socio-cultural background.  
4.3.2.  Critical View of Data Analysis and its Alternatives 
With regards to data analysis, five limitations and reflections will be outlined. These 
encompass the choice of the analytical method, the scope of metaphor interpretation, possible 
results arrangements, the selection of socio-cultural contextualization, and the critical view on 
the deductive, inductive, and abductive forms of interpretation. Although separated, all these 
aspects somehow intermingle.  
First, the Systematic Metaphor Analysis by Schmitt (2017) is certainly only one option 
of analyzing data. The advantage of this method lies within the stepwise organization of the 
textual data, the heuristic and abductive interpretation of metaphors from a humanities’ 
perspective, and with this the best methodological fit concerning our research question. The 
disadvantage lies, however, in a rather unsystematic organization when it comes to the 
comparison of cross-cultural data.  An additional data analysis method for future similar studies 
could be the Framework Analysis (Gale, Heath, Cameron, Rashid, & Redwood, 2013; 
Parkinson, Eatough, Holmes, Stapley, & Midgley, 2016). The Framework Analysis is a 
qualitative research approach that is increasingly used across multiple disciplines offering a 
pragmatic, systematic, flexible, and rigorous approach to analyze textual data. The broader 
goals pursued by this method is to identify commonalities and differences in qualitative data, 
focusing on relationships between different parts of the data, and seeking to draw descriptive 
and/or explanatory conclusions clustered around themes (Gale et al., 2013). This method is 
advantageous in various ways: It focuses on the experience under study in general (rather than 
on individuals’ unique experiences); it provides a balance between depth and breadth and thus 
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enables a comparison of large qualitative data sets; it allows for freedom and flexibility for the 
best fit within the specific aims (independent of theory and epistemology); and finally, it 
emphasizes on both a priori issues and emergent data-driven themes for the development of 
analytic framework (Parkinson et al., 2016). This method seems very suitable, as it is especially 
helpful for cross-cultural comparisons and as it facilitates systematic data analysis within a team 
following clear steps. 
A second reflection concerns the scope of metaphor interpretations, first, from the 
linguistic-philosophical perspective and second, from the anthropological perspective. From a 
linguistic-philosophical perspective, resting upon Wittgenstein’s (1922) famous quote ‘the 
limits of my language mean the limits of my world,’ reminds us how our comprehension of 
metaphorical mental health concepts is limited to our own scope of awareness. Thereby, the 
actively used and the passively comprehended language must always be considered in relation 
to the interpreter’s reality. Regarding the present research, this suggests that the mere choice of 
extracted metaphors can already be seen as the first step of interpretation. Moreover, by defining 
English as a common language, one must be aware that the translation from Brazilian-
Portuguese or Swiss-German already encompasses interpretive aspects (Helfrich, 2013). Due 
to the difficulty to translate some concepts properly, one has to remain satisfied with mere 
approximations. Such difficulty of translation has already been reported in numerous other 
studies. For example, the widespread Portuguese/Brazilian idiom saudade can be 
comprehended as painfully ‘longing for’ things, moments, or people after separation or loss, 
whereas sometimes it is also associated with a positively connoted nostalgia towards places, 
events, individuals, or even food. The ambivalent meaning of saudade has extensively been 
studied in two recent studies (Bułat Silva, 2012; Neto & Mullet, 2014), showing that this 
expression contains nearly 70 features. Such a limitation cannot be disregarded in the metaphor 
analysis of the present thesis.  
Interpreting the metaphors from an anthropological perspective, the wealth of considered 
metaphors is certainly too broad, as cultural anthropology tends to be concerned with thick 
description of well-chosen phenomena (Geertz, 1973). The vast variety of metaphorical 
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concepts could have been reduced to merely one, which would, for instance, analyze how time 
is metaphorically conceptualized differently across cultures with regards to overcoming 
adversity. An alternative would include analyzing metaphors concerning religious or existential 
beliefs in this context. A third approach may involve only focusing on container metaphors 
(Reali & Arciniegas, 2015), as one typical kind for an embodied metaphor (Kirmayer & 
Ramstead, 2017), as these kinds of metaphors may inform us more about somatization effects 
of the perception of mental health phenomena (Ryder et al., 2008).  
Third, other approaches for the results arrangements could have yielded to different 
interpretations and implications. In Study 2, a differentiation was made between embodied 
potentially universal metaphors, which were further divided into resilience- and AAD-related 
concepts, and broader culture-specific narratives. Alternatively, one could have split the 
metaphors according to their frame of reference, e.g., whether they are expressed from 
individual perspective or the community perspective, vs. their kind of manifestation, that is, the 
extent to which the metaphors are verbalized (e.g., cognitive, affective, what kind of imagery) 
or enacted (e.g., self-presentation, social positioning, symbolic representations, rituals).    
Fourth, closely related to the choice of results arrangement, the selection of possible kinds 
of socio-cultural contextualization could be questioned. In Study 2, the metaphors and 
narratives were interpreted according to their ontological concepts of the self (sociocentric, 
ecocentric, and cosmocentric). In Study 3, a stronger exploratory approach was employed, 
allowing the interpretation of data to encompass several lines of reasoning (Ember, Ember, & 
Peregrine, 2015). In further studies, one may segment the socio-cultural contextualization into 
a more logical structure, by discussing, for example, historical differences or environmental 
influences more in-depth.  
A fifth and last reflection related to data analysis concerns the mixed deductive, inductive, 
and abductive form of interpretation. Partly deductive research was applied, as a predefined list 
of resilience metaphors (Levold, 2012) was used as a building block for the literature review 
(Study 1). Although in the field studies (Studies 2 and 3), it was made an effort to work 
inductively-abductively and to detach from this predefined category system devised by Western 
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research, it was a challenge to remain free from expectations. By contrast, inductive and 
abductive forms of interpretation have been criticized for leaving much space for open 
speculation (Schmitt, 2017). Especially abduction, which often results from a ‘flash’ of 
thoughts and gives rise to creative interpretation, is but a ‘wild guess’ (Reichertz, 2012). The 
historian Harari (2014) points out that anthropological interpretation is to such a great extent 
subjective that more can be said about the longings and prejudices of the scientists than about 
the examined culture itself. Whatever the results may yield, the interpretation is merely an 
indicator for a co-constructed reality, as similarly emphasized by Schmitt (2017). However, 
contrary to its prejudices, abductive interpretation may not be reduced to a random guess but 
can be seen as informed reasoning that has the potential to generate new knowledge (Reichertz, 
2012). 
To account for a more valid metaphor interpretation, Schmitt (2017) suggests supporting 
the findings and interpretations by other references (German: Vergleichshorizonte). These 
references may include metaphors found outside the central research; this was partly obtained 
by participant observation (in Brazil), but could for future studies be extended by extensive 
analysis of other research, literature, music, and arts. Such integration would prevent from over-
interpreting metaphorical content and would allow adding missing concepts (Schmitt, 2017). 
4.3.3.  Etic vs. Emic Studies and the Conflicting Role of Cultural-Clinical Psychology 
In current times, cultural-clinical psychology finds itself between the conflicting priorities 
of explaining human universals and being sensitive to cultural differences (Helfrich, 2013; 
Salzman, 2018). One the one hand, clinical psychology is committed to providing evidence-
based mental health care for the general public. Corresponding research is mostly done by 
working with representative samples, aiming towards generalizability, and when analyzed 
cross-culturally, it almost entirely based on etic research methods. On the other hand, current 
global trends have highlighted the vital need to conduct emic studies that reveal culture-
inherent, immanent structures, yielding to culture-sensitive treatment, better therapeutic 
outcomes, and thus a better ‘global mental health’ (Kirmayer & Pedersen, 2014; Kohrt & 
58 
Mendenhall, 2016). This contradiction brings cultural-clinical psychologist into a research 
dilemma. Anticipating the recent emphasis of conducting more rigorous emic, qualitative 
ethnographic research (e.g., Dominicé Dao et al., 2018; Haroz et al., 2017; Kirmayer et al., 
2017), in this last section, four common challenges cultural-clinical psychologists encounter 
within the divide between etic and emic research will be outlined, followed by an outlook for 
future directions.  
Given the current developments in globalization, it is unmistakable that for a thorough 
understanding of ‘global mental health’ clinical psychologists are compelled to move away 
from generalizable research and statistical inferences, and admit that individuals have a 
‘different psyche’ depending on the cultural context. This brings about a first pitfall concerning 
the conflicting role as a clinical psychologist in the field of cultural anthropology: Whereas 
many biomedically-oriented researchers and practitioners need to be reminded of essential 
cultural differences regarding mental health, many anthropologists are not surprised by such 
findings at all, as they regard cultural differences as a matter of course. Many would not 
question emic research, as from their perspective it could be argued that “in anthropology,  it’s 
emic all the way down” (Sahlins, 2017, p. 157).  
The second pitfall confronted has been the mixed positioning of the researchers in taking 
an insider’s and an outsider’s perspective of the cultures under study. On the one hand, emic 
research emphasizes the importance to conduct research from within the culture, thereby 
working with cultural insiders who know best about what matters most in a cultural context. 
On the other hand, cultural anthropology encourages a naïve and open-minded approach by 
‘alienating oneself’ to the subjects under study (Hirschauer & Amann, 1997) and to perceive 
oneself ‘exotic’ related to the investigated culture (Hammersley, 2006; Hirschauer, 2010). In 
trying to meet both requirements and being familiar with both Brazilian and Swiss language 
and culture, it was thus a great challenge to interpret findings with a critical lens without 
overlooking new aspects. Along the research process, it has become clear that cultural 
specificities became more salient, as the Brazilian data was contrasted to the Swiss data.  
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A third challenge concerns the delicate issue of comparing emic, qualitative data 
(Schnegg, 2014, 2015), as mainstream clinical psychology almost exclusively regards statistical 
comparisons as the gold standard. The etic quantitative comparison may be advantageous in 
having predetermined parameters on which to compare the data. While its usefulness in terms 
of measuring differences remains much appreciated, its limitations have also been a constant 
matter of concern (Sørensen et al., 2018). Addressing the known shortcomings, Sørensen et al. 
(2018) stress the vital contribution of emic comparison to managing the variations, cultural 
drifts, and the differences that necessarily emerge in today’s globalized world. They point out 
that qualitative emic comparison applies “comparison as an epistemic tool to learn about how 
cultures relate to each other, or how they define themselves in relation to, or by delimiting 
themselves from, the other” (Sørensen et al., 2018, p. 152). Comparability of emic, qualitative 
data is then achieved, when the phenomenon compared is not taken for granted, but when during 
data collection it is carefully observed, how the phenomenon comes to be shaped in a specific 
way that makes it comparable to other forms (Sørensen et al., 2018). 
As much as emic and ethnographic research is currently promoted within the field of 
cultural-clinical psychology, one cannot disregard the fourth and last limitation emic mental 
health research brings forward: In a recent book chapter, Maercker (2018) criticizes that it is 
impossible to study the endless amount of culture-specific conceptions of mental disorders to 
later develop thousands of specifically tailored interventions. In his contribution one is again 
reminded that not only cultures are dynamic constructs, but also that cultural identities are 
increasingly fluid (as according to the cultural 'hybridization' stated by Bhabha, 1994). 
Globalization effects allow urban, multiracial individuals to quickly adapt mixed values and 
orientations, which again influences their conceptualization of mental health.  
In a nutshell, cultural-clinical psychology is a very heterogeneous field, encompassing 
many different disciplines, methods, theoretical concepts, concerns, and scientific-
philosophical positions. Whereas within mainstream quantitative psychology, the large 
majority favors the etic over the emic research method, within qualitative research, there are 
some methodologies which significantly favor the emic over the etic. For many cultural-clinical 
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psychologists, tensions between the two research methodologies cannot be avoided. Yet, 
although it might seem that etic and emic research are two extreme ends of a continuum, any 
given piece of research is unlikely to be at either one or the other extreme, but somewhere in 
between, having characteristics of both etic and emic comparison (Sørensen et al., 2018). Given 
the indispensable subjectivity that every researcher brings to a study through expectations based 
on past experiences, a solely emic perspective is impossible to achieve. Contrarily, if a 
researcher intends to take a purely etic approach to a study, hidden nuances, meanings, and 
concepts within a culture may be overlooked that can only be conceived through interviews and 
observations (Olive, 2014). Some authors suggested regarding this tension as an opportunity 
rather than a limitation. Agar (2011), for instance, noted that emic and etic “are not separate 
kinds of understanding when one person makes sense of another. They are both part of any 
understanding” (p.39). Thus, one must remain with the acknowledgment that cultural-clinical 
psychology is a highly complex research field where multiple interpretations of reality can exist 
and that the very differences in research philosophies themselves can prove fruitful and 
complementary (Olive, 2014).  
4.4. General Conclusion 
The present thesis highlights different metaphorical conceptions for PTG and resilience 
from a cultural-sensitive lens. In combining psychological theory, ethnographic research 
methods, and linguistic analysis, this thesis has shed light on cultural similarities and 
differences of metaphors on adaptive responses to severe adversities in a Brazilian Indigenous 
community and a Swiss mountain community. Concerning both research and practice, 
considering culture-specific metaphors and narratives can provide valuable access to locally 
shared and implicit realities – a concept Jung referred to ‘the collective unconscious.’ It is 
proposed that considering culture-specific metaphors ultimately allows better communication 
between professionals and clients with various cultural backgrounds, and can provide helpful 
tools to adapt mental health interventions culturally. This consideration is especially relevant, 
as it prevents Western professionals to impose what is the ‘right’ or ‘favorable’ reaction to a 
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traumatic experience or distress in general. The work on culture-specific PTG and resilience 
metaphors, therefore, moves us past the Western, medico-psychological model to a broader 
conception of possible responses to severe adversity or trauma, reminding us that symptomatic 
features are embedded in distinct socio-cultural frameworks, influenced by cultural 
expectations and different social responses.  
With such kind of research, that is, combining psychological theories of PTG and 
resilience, linguistic analyses, and ethnographic research methods, one is required to be aware 
to perhaps ‘going out on a limb’ and surpass the zone of comfort, as it combines approaches 
from many disciplines. However, contributing to this important cultural-clinical psychology 
movement and with this, being between the poles, also allows to be at the front and center of 
one of the most pressing research topics in psychology – not least when considering the current 
migration flows and thus the necessity for effective mental health care services worldwide. 
Working with such a delicate topic emphasizes the vital need to vigorously engage in 
interdisciplinary research and practice to benefit from each other’s knowledge to contribute to 
a better comprehension what constitutes ‘global mental health.’  
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5. PUBLICATIONS 
5.1. Manuscript 1: Cultural Perspectives on Positive Responses to Extreme Adversity – A 
Playing Field for Metaphors 
Authors: Iara Meili and Andreas Maercker 
A similar version of this manuscript was accepted for publication on October 5, 2017 in the 
journal Transcultural Psychiatry.  
Abstract 
In Western and Euro-American terminology, resilience and post-traumatic growth are 
commonly used metaphorical terms for positive responses to extreme adversity. However, 
illness narratives have demonstrated that other cultures may have other metaphorical concepts 
that act as vehicles for shared beliefs about how to overcome extreme adversity or traumatic 
experiences. The purpose of this article is to identify the shared metaphorical concepts used by 
various cultures to express positive responses to extreme adversity and to discuss their cultural 
ontologies and relevant socio-cultural factors. A set of metaphors was extracted from 
psychological, anthropological and ethnographical studies and metaphors relating to positive 
responses to extreme adversity were organized into categories: battle, path, container, balance, 
weight, object and network metaphors. We present arguments supporting the notion that there 
are a variety of different metaphorical expressions related to positive responses to extreme 
adversity. We argue that an understanding of cultural differences in metaphors for mental 
health-related concepts is crucial to assisting trauma survivors from different cultural 
backgrounds.  
Keywords: post-traumatic growth, resilience, extreme adversity, metaphor, idioms of 
distress, socio-cultural factors   
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Introduction 
From a Western or Euro-American perspective different concepts for adaptive and 
positive responses to extreme adversity are known. Resilience is the most frequently studied 
protective and adaptive factor with respect to extreme adversity and represents the personal 
characteristic of being able to withstand adversity and recover despite hardship (Bonanno, 
2004). The term resilience was originally applied to materials that deform under stress but are 
able to bounce back. Another adaptive response to adversity is referred to as ‘post-traumatic 
growth’; this term covers the benefits which flow from struggling with highly challenging life 
circumstances (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). The term ‘growth’ is supposed to denote the 
positive ability to develop new capacities and go beyond one’s previous level of psychological 
functioning or life awareness. In this regard, individuals may be familiar with expressions such 
as to gain wisdom, to feel mature, to develop and to transform.  
Many researchers have emphasized that there are cultural differences in how people deal 
with distress, trauma and recovery (e.g. Hinton & Kirmayer, 2013; Hinton & Lewis-Fernández, 
2011; Kirmayer & Pedersen, 2014; Marsella, 2010; Splevins et al., 2010). In this respect, the 
greatest restriction on the universal application of psychological distress categories (like 
trauma) is the implicit assumption that these categories constructed by Western psychiatrists—
based on the diagnostic criteria used in the main international classification system for 
diseases—are universally valid (Kirmayer & Pedersen, 2014). 
Various studies have shown that different cultures have their own ways of conceiving 
traumatic experiences (e.g. de Jong & Reis, 2013; den Hertog et al., 2016; Hinton et al., 2010; 
Pedersen et al., 2010). These concepts or idioms of distresswhich are often indirect and 
metaphoricalencompass very distinctive cultural norms, pervasive values and regionally 
restricted health concerns. In the following, to avoid the epistemological fallacy of assuming 
that ‘trauma’ is a universal concept we use the term ‘extreme adversity’. 
When it comes to positive responses to extreme adversity, it is assumed that people’s 
ability to respond in a psychologically adaptive way is also influenced by culture (McMillen, 
2004; Ungar, 2011). In other words what constitutes a positive response to extreme adversity 
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may differ between modern, individualistic cultures and more traditional, collectivistic cultures 
(T. Weiss & Berger, 2010). Hence, concepts of positive responses to extreme adversity or 
distress, can be ascribed to ‘idioms of overcoming distress’, which are very likely to depend in 
various ways on the culture in which the individual is embedded (Calhoun, Cann, & Tedeschi, 
2010; Vázquez & Paez, 2010).  
To date, however, efforts to look at positive responses to extreme adversity through a 
culturally sensitive lens have been limited (R. Berger, 2015). It is therefore worth striving to 
analyze positive psychological adaptations in different cultures with this in mind. An even-
handed approach to constructing a culture-specific account of positive responses to extreme 
adversity would involve analyzing differences and similarities between cultures from an emic, 
i.e. culturally immanent perspective (Bernal, Bonilla, & Bellido, 1995; Vázquez et al., 2014).  
The question of whether mental health concepts are universal or culturally specific can 
be related to the analytic psychologist Carl Gustav Jung’s interest in symbolic representations 
and communications and his openness to non-Western psychological phenomena (Maercker & 
Heim, 2016). Jung postulated that “the fundamental ‘language’ of the psyche is not words, but 
images” (Abramovitch & Kirmayer, 2003, p. 159). He was one of the first to raise the question 
of whether health concepts are universal or reflect cultural differences. One of Jung’s postulated 
core principles of cultural psychology is the consideration of metaphors. 
Metaphors can be viewed as expressions of shared cultural understanding that are 
fundamental to conceptual thinking, or as Lakoff and Johnson (1980) put it “the most 
fundamental values in a culture will be coherent with the metaphorical structure of the most 
fundamental concepts in the culture” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p. 22). Metaphors may be 
understood as vehicles for personal and collective truths, rather than reduced to mere linguistic 
frames. Focusing on metaphorical expressions may enable one to capture fine-grained cultural 
variations in understanding of mental health-related concepts. In clinical contexts this may 
involve making sense of a variety of culturally divergent conceptions of the process of recovery 
from, or positive adaptation to traumatic experience. Looking closely at metaphors may be even 
more effective than using illness narratives to develop explanatory models in cases where it is 
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hard to understand implicit cognitions that refer explicitly to local ontologies1 (Kirmayer & 
Ramstead, 2017). 
In this paper we argue that a more in-depth analysis of the metaphorical content of 
expressions for positive responses to extreme adversity across cultures is needed. 
Understanding culturally shared metaphors that are based on a local ontology, enables us to 
gain a better understanding of cultural beliefs about health concerns that are rooted in particular 
medical and religious traditions. For example, personal growth is a prominent metaphor in 
Euro-American cultures, and is used to highlight the effort that people make to become a more 
complete person after an aversive event and the way in which aversive experiences can be 
perceived as opportunities for personal gain. Other cultures may use other metaphors implying 
an aspiration to gain from the experience or may not recognize the notion of aspiring to personal 
gain in the aftermath of adversity at all. 
The above rather general arguments indicate the need for a broader perspective on 
expressions related to positive responses to extreme adversitysuch as resilience and 
growthone that emphasizes other cultures’ alternative or related conceptions of recovery 
processes2. In this article, we have compiled a set of metaphors relating to positive responses 
to extreme adversity that are used all over the world and we propose a taxonomy of conceptual 
metaphors based on figurative origins that can be used to describe differences between cultures 
and concepts. We hope that in deepening understanding of cultural variations in metaphors for 
positive responses to adversity we will be able to provide stimulating food for thought for 
clinical practice.  
Compiling Conceptual Metaphors of Positive Responses to Extreme Adversity 
A wide range of emic psychological, anthropological and ethnographic publications was 
surveyed to uncover the verbal metaphors used in various cultures. To ensure that we captured 
a wide variety of metaphorical concepts we did not restrict the reports by cultural origin. The 
keywords used were: overcoming adversity, growth, recovery, healing, well-being, 
psychological adaptation, adjustment, resilience, combined with keywords such as metaphor, 
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phenomenology, hermeneutics, narrative, and qualitative or case study. We deliberately 
refrained from limiting our search to concepts known from Western studies (such as resilience 
or growth), in order to ensure we captured the full range of metaphorical concepts in use. We 
did not restrict our search by publication date, nor did we aim for a systematic review. From 
the 69 initially found publications, we selected 27 studies published between 1995 and 2016 
and then grouped them thematically and interpreted the metaphors they contained according to 
cultural context. Large numbers of publications were excluded for reasons of redundancy, lack 
of direct speech and lack of metaphorical content.  
Our tentative taxonomy of metaphorical concepts is adapted from Levold’s (2012) 
German-language-based categorization of resilience metaphors. Levold (2012) categorized 
various metaphors in terms of eight different figurative sources: organic (growth), battle, path, 
container, balance, object, weight and network metaphors. We added the sub-category of spirit 
possession to the battle metaphor category (justification see below). Table 1 briefly describes 
all the categories; Table 2 provides descriptions of the metaphors collected. After presenting a 
variety of metaphors related to positive responses to adversity (without attempting to cover all 
existing cultures), we discuss the socio-cultural background to four generic metaphorical 
concepts in order to provide insight into why certain metaphors are used in particular cultural 
contexts. 
Table 1  
Taxonomy for Metaphors and their Descriptions (modified from Levold, 2012) 
Category Description 
Organic Humans, like plants have the capacity to regrow after damage. They adapt 
through structural change and can prosper, thrive, flourish, survive and 
transform. 
Battle Individuals show courage, bravery and invulnerability. Fighting adversity 
implies a fight in which the individual is a warrior and the adversity is 
personified as the enemy. 
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Table 1 (continued) 
Category Description 
Path/motion The movement in space and time allows for a new start, a turnabout, moving 
in circles and to ‘see an ending’. Individuals can overcome an obstacle, leave 
a problem behind, formulate new goals, pave new roads, make progress and 
be on a path or on a new journey. 
Container The container indicates an inside-outside relationship and antagonism 
between fullness and emptiness. It refers to the need to protect oneself from 
the outer world, set boundaries, build up one’s inner strength and have the 
control over the barrier between inside (self) and outside. The container 
metaphor may be extended to include purification processes, whereby the 
inside is cleansed of negative outside influences. 
Balance The adversity is likened to being thrown off balance, left in an upside-down 
mental state. Balance involves adjusting to an unusual or unequal (i.e. 
disturbed) state of mind, establishing equilibrium, counterbalancing 
adversity, seeking duality and/or circularity in a dynamic activity.  
Weight Adversities are heavy loads or burdens. One must resist/endure the burden 
with ease and facility, withstand the emotional pressure, retain one’s 
psychological health and seek relief from emotional pressure. 
Object Resilience implies the indestructibility and flexibility of a being. Individuals 
have the capacity to withstand adversity.  
Network Support from social relations; connectivity gives stability in life; reaffirmation 
of culturally shared positive values. 
Table 2 lists emic concepts and verbal metaphorical expressions relating to positive 
responses to adversity and describes the broad cultural regions where they occur. Descriptions 
of the metaphors and their application to positive responses to extreme adversities are given in 
the text. 
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Table 2 
Metaphorical Concepts from 27 Publications and their Broad Cultural Localization 
Metaphorical concepts Authors Cultural region 
Sukha-duhkah balance  Ekman, Davidson, 
Richard, and Wallace 
(2005)  
Tibet 
Life-wind balance  Lewis (2013) Tibet 
To remain like Mount Meru unshaken  
by the wind and without the slightest 
fluctuation in the mind  
Dodrupchen (2015) Tibet 
Path to enlightenment  Dodrupchen (2015) Tibet 
Purification  Hussain and Bhushan 
(2013);  Lewis (2013); 
Chen (2006) 
Tibet, Buddhism 
See a new direction  Zhai, Liu, Wu, and 
Jiang (2010) 
China 
Have an outlet for negative mood, to 
have vented everything that made one 
unhappy; adversity can give one a 
window to see one’s (true) friends 
Zhai et al. (2010) China 
Pure emptiness—sunayata  Chen (2006) China (Buddhist) 
Learn hardness Zhai et al. (2010) China 
Exorcism of negative forces—Huniyam  Kapferer (2002) Sri Lanka 
Red road; sweetgrass trail; way of the 
pipe  
Waldram (2008); Fiske 
(2008)  
Canadian 
Aboriginals 
The center of one’s internal world must 
stay in balance. Keeping the balance, 
prevents whirlwinds from wrecking the 
center.  
Denham (2008) Canadian 
Aboriginals 
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Table 2 (continued)   
Metaphorical concepts Authors Cultural region 
Moving from darkness to light  Waldram (2008); 
Robinson and Smith 
(2009) 
Canadian 
Aboriginals; US-
Americans 
“Healing is also a question of organizing 
life experiences into a coherent and 
functional sequence, of getting things 
into their proper places … Like a puzzle”  
Fletcher and Denham 
(2008, p. 101) 
Canadian 
Aboriginals 
“A person must confront and unload the 
layers of their burden in order to 
experience a sense of release, freedom, 
or lightness.”  
Fletcher and Denham 
(2008, p. 125) 
Canadian 
Aboriginals 
Post-traumatic growth  Tedeschi and Calhoun 
(1995) 
Euro-American 
cultures, mainly in 
English language  
To see doors opening  Roepke and Seligman 
(2015) 
USA and 
occasionally in other 
Western cultures 
Being a fuller person  Robinson and Smith 
(2009) 
USA and 
occasionally in other 
Western cultures 
“Everything had to break away” in order 
for the individual to recover 
Robinson and Smith 
(2009, p. 91) 
USA and 
occasionally in other 
Western cultures 
Shooting a bow  Denham (2008) Native Americans 
Go outside the boundaries of the self; 
open oneself up to others to get help; 
allow oneself to enter a zone of comfort 
otherwise not to be trespassed on. 
Lindquist (2004) Neo-Shamanism 
(USA) 
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Table 2 (continued)   
Metaphorical concepts Authors Cultural region 
Soul retrieval during shamanic journeys  Lindquist (2004); 
Hendrickson (2015) 
Neo-Shamanism 
(USA); Mexican 
Curandero 
Social cohesion Moscardino, Axia, 
Scrimin, and Capello 
(2007) 
Russia 
Moving forward, going back to previous 
state, getting over something quickly, e.g. 
“Gukomeza ubuzima”, (Engl. continuing 
life/health)  
Williamson (2014); 
Whittaker, Hardy, 
Lewis, and Buchan 
(2005); Zraly and 
Nyirazinyoye (2010) 
Different parts of 
Central-Africa, 
Rwanda 
To be “umuntu w’umugabo”  
(Engl. to be a man)  
Williamson (2014) Rwanda 
“Kwihangana” (Engl. withstanding)  Zraly and Nyirazinyoye 
(2010) 
Rwanda 
Not being a burden on society  Williamson (2014) Rwanda 
Being a martyr or hero  Magwaza (1999) South Africa 
Acceptance of support/backing Kryger and Lindgren 
(2011) 
Uganda 
“If you keep something in your heart you 
can die of thinking”  
Goodman (2004, p. 
1184) 
Sudan 
Positive interaction with spirits  Whittaker et al. (2005) Somalia 
Battle with evil spirits  Lambek (2002); 
Vázquez, Perez-Sales, 
and Ochoa (2014); 
Chan (2014); Buchillet 
(2004) 
Mayotte, Chile and 
Argentina; 
Southeastern China; 
Brazil 
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Metaphors for Positive Responses to Extreme Adversity in Different Cultures 
Our selection of emic metaphors for positive responses to extreme adversity from various 
cultures is roughly grouped into generic metaphorical concepts that represent an interface 
between the overarching concept of ‘idioms of overcoming distress’ and specific verbal 
metaphorical expressions.  
Battle Metaphors 
Williamson (2014) reported that for some Rwandans one adaptive response to extreme 
adversity is to remember to be umuntu w’umugabo—literally ‘to be a man’ (see Table 2). This 
is a common Rwandan phrase that reminds individuals to be strong and not to show emotions. 
In this context, being strong like a man, strong enough to confront adversity, means overcoming 
it by pushing it aside. The author of a study of Sudanese refugees concluded that suppression 
was an effective means of coping with adversity and was often a necessary tactic (Goodman, 
2004). In contrast, some Native Americans employ the metaphor of ‘shooting a bow’ to describe 
the active overcoming of hardship (Denham, 2008). Literally the expression means to ‘push 
one’s arm out and away from one’s body’—in order to push away adversity. During a narrative 
an individual remarked that “Native people must remember the strength of their blood, the same 
blood that ran through your ancestor’s veins […] The blood of Chiefs and warriors; people that 
had to be strong. People that were warriors” (Denham, 2008, p. 406). The battle metaphor was 
also found in a South African study of adults who had witnessed or suffered human rights 
abuses (Magwaza, 1999). After their experience of extreme adversity these adults identified 
with martyrs or heroes and conceived their experience as transformative and enriching. In Euro-
American cultures the battle metaphor is also a common way of responding to extreme adversity 
in an adaptive way (e.g. Weiss 2005), examples include references to fighting against an illness 
and descriptions of the healing process as the conquering or defeat of a bodily intruder. 
Spirit Possession as a Subcategory of the Battle Metaphor 
Spirit possession is defined as an altered state of consciousness in which the individual is 
perceived as being under the control of a powerful entity, such as a god, a demon, a devil, or a 
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spirit (Boddy, 1994). The undermining of self-worth, identity and autonomy by ‘evil’ is often 
preceded or accompanied by dissociative symptoms (R. Seligman & Kirmayer, 2008). In this 
state, the perception may be that the evil spirits—or the personified adversity—is trying to harm 
the affected individual (Lambek, 2002). Thus, from a metaphorical perspective, spirits or spirit 
possession can be seen as an embodied symbolic expression of distress and as a legitimate idiom 
of distress that is used to express and transform psychological suffering (de Jong & Reis, 2010; 
Neuner et al., 2012).  
We consider spirit possession metaphors to be similar to battle metaphors because of a 
similarity in their construction; in both cases overcoming the adversity may mean expelling the 
negative forces through direct or indirect combat with something ‘evil’, a process that often 
involves performance of a ritual. In the state of altered consciousness, the individual’s normal 
identity is replaced by another identity that is represented by the spirit, which can be positive 
or destructive. The emergence of the spirit gives individuals a means of articulating their 
concerns. The individual may aim to establish a relationship with the evil spirit, to negotiate or 
fight with it or to expel the destructive forces by exorcism and then move forward. This is 
illustrated in two field studies conducted on the Mayotte island in the Mozambique Channel 
and the Mapuche community in Chile and Argentina (Lambek, 2002; Vázquez et al., 2014). 
In some cultural groups individuals may try to gain control of the spirits’ powers in order 
to overcome adversity. This kind of symbolism appears, for instance, in Southeastern China, 
where warrior gods become incarnate in spirit-possessed mediums in order to kill evil spirits. 
The entity enters the affected individual’s body and cures his or her illness, changes his or her 
luck, or solicits oracles during a ritual (Chan, 2014). Thus, possession enables a ‘working 
through’ of issues. Some individuals may be able to adopt the power of the spirit, and use it to 
transform the unwanted object (i.e. the adversity personified as the destructive spirit) into the 
desired object of protection (i.e. the warrior god), which is how loss becomes gain (Lambek, 
2002). 
Interaction with an evil spirit is also known in traditional Somalian culture. However, 
rather than exorcising the spirit—known in Somalian culture as Zar (or Sar)—ceremonies are 
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held at which people dance and celebrate with the spiritual world. Zar spirits enter people’s 
bodies and are said to take away all illnesses, depression and pressures, leaving them ‘reborn’. 
The ceremonies are believed to prevent the Zar turning against them (Whittaker et al., 2005).  
Another form of ritual healing takes place in a Brazilian subculture. During some 
Candomblé or Umbanda rituals a shaman may, in a trance state, symbolically transform himself 
into a jaguar, a powerful animal in Brazilian mythology. The transformed shaman derives his 
power from direct contact with the spirits and can interact with the patient’s body to heal the 
damage caused by hardship (Buchillet, 2004). 
Path and Motion Metaphors 
The life is a path metaphor occurs in various contexts including Asian spiritual and 
religious teachings (Chen, 2006), e.g. the saying that suffering and happiness can be used as a 
path to enlightenment (Dodrupchen, 2015) (see Table 2). The idea that one may ‘see a new 
direction’ after a traumatic experience is also referred to in a phenomenological study of 
Chinese patients with severe burn injuries (Zhai et al., 2010). 
The life is a path metaphor also appears in urban neo-shamanic and Mexican Curandero 
healing rituals called ‘soul retrieval’ (Hendrickson, 2015; Lindquist, 2004). Shamanic journeys 
are a way of regaining a part of the soul which has been lost as a result of psychological or 
physical trauma. The ritual involves a shaman who goes into a trance, finds the lost parts of the 
patient’s soul and brings it back, sometimes using animal powers. On the journey, the shaman 
encounters figures form the patient’s past who are often directly associated with the traumatic 
experience. The metaphorical expression going on a journey is applied to an imagined 
experience that occurs when one is in an altered state of consciousness. In metaphorical terms 
the shamanic journey can be likened to a process of remembering or reminding (Lindquist, 
2004).  
Healing is also conceived a journey in Canadian aboriginal cultures (Fletcher & Denham, 
2008; Waldram, 2008). The healing paths or ‘roads to wellness’ are sometimes called the ‘red 
road’, the ‘sweetgrass trail’ or the ‘way of the pipe’all references to natural elements and 
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symbols used in healing rituals (Waldram, 2008). In the healing process that takes place in 
collective rituals, some aboriginal Canadian people may adopt elements that symbolize the 
good way of living. Individuals share the belief that recovery and healing involves walking on 
the red road which translates as walking on the good road (Fiske, 2008). 
Various studies of individuals from all over Africa have all noted that being on a path is 
used as a metaphor for the continuation of life despite hardship. Narratives about positive 
responses to extreme adversity revolve around moving forward or going back to the previous 
state by avoiding thinking too much about the hardship and thus getting over it quickly 
(Goodman, 2004; Kryger & Lindgren, 2011; Whittaker et al., 2005; Zraly & Nyirazinyoye, 
2010). A study conducted in Rwanda discussed the phenomenon of adaptive psychological 
response to the genocide and introduced the idea of gukomeza ubuzima (continuing life/health): 
“Gukomeza ubuzima is to accept your everyday problems and not to despair as if you were no 
longer alive; you rather believe that you are still on your way forward like others” (Zraly & 
Nyirazinyoye, 2010, p. 1660). As the authors explain, this Rwandan expression refers to a way 
of moving forward in life and living on, despite one’s ongoing struggles, through accepting the 
existence of numerous problems.  
Container Metaphors  
Container metaphors related to stress and major life adversities have been reported in 
various studies across the world, as shown in Table 2. For example Chinese patients who 
recovered from severe burns reported that they had had ‘an outlet for the negative mood’, had 
‘vented everything that made [them] unhappy’, and that the injury gave them ‘a window to see 
their (true) friends’ (Zhai et al., 2010). The Sudanese saying ‘if you keep something in your 
heart you can die of thinking’ implies that in order to recover one has to let go of the negativity 
(Goodman, 2004, p. 1184). In a study of US residents many participants reported that having 
the sense that doors were opening was an important aspect of recovery from adversity (Roepke 
& Seligman, 2015). 
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Being trapped and later freed is described in another US study of narratives of crisis-
related life phases (Robinson & Smith, 2009). Metaphors such as liberation were used and there 
were references to being released from the mental space where one had been trapped and to 
opening and exploring in the context of experimenting with new activities and sides of oneself. 
In the last phase of recovery the individual moves from darkness to light and finding a new and 
authentic way of being plays a crucial role in enabling one to achieve an integrated identity 
(Robinson & Smith, 2009). The darkness into light metaphor also appears in Canadian Inuit 
narratives (Waldram, 2008). References to regaining the ability to see as one emerges from 
emotional darkness into a bright life reflect a transformation of perception and a new 
appreciation for the present. The distinction between the inside and the outside and the role of 
the outside world are amongst the most important features of Inuit cultural models of healing 
(Waldram, 2008).  
From a neo-shamanic perspective psychological adversity can be viewed as the result of 
a dissociated identity and healing involves a clear patterning of the self (Lindquist, 2004). To 
return to a state of wholeness the affected person must go outside the boundaries of the self. 
The sufferer must turn to others for help, open up, and allow them to enter the zone of comfort 
into which they would not otherwise be permitted to trespass (Lindquist, 2004). The Mapuche 
community in Chile and Argentina, like many other Indigenous cultures, sees the source of 
psychological illness not as something internal (e.g., beliefs shattered by trauma) but something 
external that penetrates the self and affects the whole person. If an affected person is to recover, 
the source of the illness must be expelled; these beliefs are reflected in examples of spirit battle 
(Vázquez et al., 2014). The concept of spirit battle may represent a transition from the battle 
metaphor to the container metaphor. 
However, the container metaphor is characterized not just by the inside-outside 
relationship but also by the contrast between fullness and emptiness. A US patient reported that 
after overcoming a crisis he was “the same person, just an expanded version with a different 
dimension to me. I think people would say the same thing of me, I’m the same Neil at my core, 
just reaching now into other parts of me, a fuller Neil perhaps” (Robinson & Smith, 2009, p. 
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91). Buddhism teaches that instead of trying to attain a metaphorical state of inner fullness one 
should seek the opposite; in Buddhism pure emptiness or being void (sunyata) is regarded as 
the highest possible stage in the evolution of human consciousness. In that supreme state of 
enlightened consciousness, the mind is pure and empty of all mental constructs and impairments 
and transcends the dualistic consciousness of mind and body (Chen, 2006). In the Tibetan 
context, the concept of being empty or pure is positive and refers to being free and open for new 
experiences. This is illustrated by expressions such as “suffering can have a purifying quality” 
(Hussain & Bhushan, 2013, p. 214) or, as a Tibetan refugee said, “It is good to have all this 
suffering now in this life because then it is purified and we won’t experience much later” (S. E. 
Lewis, 2013, p. 324).  
Although emptiness has positive connotations in Buddhism and emptiness is a state to 
which Buddhists aspire, in some cultures bareness has a destructive power. In Sri Lankan 
sorcery, for example, huniyam is a very ambivalent generative and destructive force that is 
personified as both a protective deity and a demon. The main word for sorceryhuniyam or 
suniyamderives from the Sanskrit sunya or ‘void’. The term huniyam connotes bareness or 
emptiness, a condition involving lack of generative or regenerative ability. Following adversity, 
such as accident or illness, a ritual is performed to exorcise this negative, destructive and 
‘empty’ force, which may also be attributed to being the object of others’ envy (Kapferer, 2002).  
Balance Metaphors  
Balance metaphors for adaptive and positive responses to extreme adversity are found 
mainly in Asian cultures, but they do occur in other regions of the world. As depicted in Table 
2, relevant illness narratives include a Tibetan Buddhist proverb, which states that to achieve a 
state of happiness or sukha, one must attain mental balance and insight into the nature of reality; 
this applies even after hardship. The counterpart of happiness, duhkah, which is often translated 
as ‘suffering’, is not simply an unpleasant feeling but a “basic vulnerability to suffering and 
pain due to misapprehending the nature of reality” (Ekman, Davidson, Ricard, & Wallace, 2005, 
p. 60). Like Buddhism, Taoism holds that all things in the universe exist in polarity and that the 
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existence of an object or state is dependent on its counterpart (Chen, 2006), hence happiness 
and adversity will always coexist and understanding the interdependence of polar opposites 
enables one to lead a peaceful and integrated life (Ajaya, 1997). To emphasize the importance 
of this duality a Tibetan master pointed out: “[For] The ultimate benefitthe nectar of 
realizationone must have mastered one taste of happiness and suffering” (Dodrupchen, 
2015). 
Metaphors from Asian cultures that express this mental balance often refer to nature. 
Religious practice, for instance, is said to help one to avoid a “life-wind imbalance” (S. E. 
Lewis, 2013, p. 321). Tibetan myths proclaim that if the mind is not to be disturbed by adversity 
one must not let the subtle wind energy be disturbed (Dodrupchen, 2015). This means that 
“…the other elements of the body will not be disturbed either. As a result, your mind will not 
be disturbed, and so it goes on, as the wheel of constant happiness turns”. Similarly “During 
hard times one must remain without the slightest fluctuation in the mind, like Mount Meru, 
unshaken by the wind” (Dodrupchen, 2015). 
Balance metaphors with natural elements are also used by Canadian Inuit cultures 
(Denham, 2008). Narratives collected in a field study include “Keep your balance, the center of 
your world inside of you, gotta stay in balance. You let it go out of balance, and your life will 
start getting wrecked” (Denham, 2008, p. 401). The author explains that “this strategy keeps 
their [the Canadian Inuit] lives in balance and prevents the whirlwinds from wrecking the 
center” (Denham, 2008, p. 409).  
Achieving balance might be both a means of recovering from adversity and a form of 
preparation for hardship and hence it may be closely related to the concept of resilience. Today 
many of these balance metaphors, which mainly originate from Asian contexts, are prominent 
in the Euro-American ‘mindfulness’ movement or in the third wave of cognitive-behavioral 
therapy, both of which are inspired by Buddhist concepts of positive responses to extreme 
adversity and have incorporated them into Euro-American clinical work (e.g. Kabat-Zinn, 
2013).  
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Weight Metaphors 
A Rwandan study reported that survivors of the genocide strived not to be a burden on 
society and therefore tried to move on (Williamson, 2014). A Ugandan study of the post-
traumatic growth phenomenon emphasized the importance of accepting community support 
(Kryger & Lindgren, 2011). In Canadian Inuit culture the sensation of lightness is an important 
feature of mental health. As an individual said: “A person must confront and unload the layers 
of their burden in order to experience a sense of release, freedom, or lightness” (Fletcher & 
Denham, 2008, p. 125). 
Object Metaphors 
When it comes to object metaphors Nietzsche’s words—“what does not kill me makes 
me stronger”—instantly come to mind. The concept of resilience, which is derived from the 
ability of a physical material to bounce back after being bent, is a good example of this metaphor 
(Bonanno, 2004). The notion of resilience is used to communicate static and material-bound 
properties of human beings and their interactions with the environment (Levold, 2012). The 
object metaphor may also include the closely related metaphorical concept of flexibility, which 
reflects the capacity to shift one’s attention from negative emotions and cognitions to a more 
positive focus (Hinton & Kirmayer, 2017). 
In some cultures resilience is portrayed as the most important trait to overcome adversities 
and, particularly in African cultures, resilience is currently one of the most frequently studied 
phenomena in this context (Goodman, 2004; Whittaker et al., 2005; Williamson, 2014). In an 
ethnographic study of resilience phenomena among survivors of rape and genocide in Rwanda 
the term kwihangana (withstanding) stood out. A quotation from one individual exemplifies 
how it is used: “To strengthen yourself, you feel that you don’t let the suffering make you fade 
away; otherwise, you could die. You hurry up and go through it. You do not linger in that pain. 
But, as it goes, kwihangana causes you to feel that you brought force inside yourself” (Zraly & 
Nyirazinyoye, 2010, p. 1660).  
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In a US study a person said that before he could recover “[…] everything had to break 
away, everything had to be washed away and then the new me could emerge out of it” 
(Robinson & Smith, 2009, p. 91). In a Chinese study an individual is reported as emphasizing 
that it is important to “learn hardness” (Zhai et al., 2010, p. 436). A case study notes that for 
the Canadian Inuit “[…] healing is also a question of organizing life experiences into a coherent 
and functional sequence; of getting things into their proper places […] Like a puzzle” (Fletcher 
& Denham, 2008, p. 101).  
In cultural psychological research, community resilience is a widely recognized 
metaphorical concept (Kirmayer, Sehdev, et al., 2009; Norris, Stevens, Pfefferbaum, Wyche, 
& Pfefferbaum, 2008) and has been discussed in numerous studies of communities across the 
globe including Sri Lankan (Somasundaram & Sivayokan, 2013), Indigenous people in Alaska 
(Allen et al., 2014) and in Norway (Nystad et al., 2014). Community resilience can be defined 
as “A process linking a set of networked adaptive capacities to a positive trajectory of 
functioning and adaptation in constituent populations after a disturbance” (Norris et al., 2008, 
p. 129). It is precisely these networked capacities that give rise to the closely related network 
metaphor.  
Network Metaphors  
Many studies have described the phenomenon of positive psychological adaptation 
through connections with others and social cohesion (Goodman, 2004; Miller, Kulkarni, & 
Kushner, 2006; Norris et al., 2008; Schweitzer, Greenslade, & Kagee, 2007). Participants are 
reported as saying things like “I feel connected to my family and friends now” and emphasizing 
their need for social support. A Sudanese refugee told Goodman (2004) “if it was me by myself 
I could not have made it” (p. 1183). Although dependence on social networks appears to be 
ubiquitous in the face of adversity (Maercker & Horn, 2013), only a limited range of verbal 
metaphors are applied to the phenomenon. A study of survivors of the terrorist attack in Beslan, 
Russia in 2004 noted that reaffirmation of shared positive values, such as strength, courage, 
pride, and modesty was a major factor in their psychological recovery (Moscardino et al., 2007). 
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Although the notion of shared cultural values is not directly derived from verbal metaphors, 
this body of thought can be understood as an overarching concept for overcoming adversity. 
This idea can be extended to recent instances of adversity, such the terrorist attack in Paris on 
the 7 January 2015 in which twelve people were shot dead at the offices of the satirical 
newspaper Charlie Hebdo. It could be argued that Western democratic values (i.e. freedom), 
which were proclaimed after the attack, or even popular slogans as ‘Je suis Charlie’ (I am 
Charlie) also represent network metaphors. Such metaphors transcend the simple image of a 
network because their power derives more from the sense of a ‘universal’ shared value than 
from the notion of a network; nevertheless the network is the key element of this metaphor. 
Socio-cultural factors of selected metaphorical concepts 
In this article we have argued that there is a broad range of metaphors for positive 
responses to extreme adversity and that they vary across cultures. Having discussed what kinds 
of metaphorical concepts for positive responses to extreme adversity are applied, a question 
remains open: how are the presented metaphors embedded in the different realities of individual 
and collective beliefs and values that arise from local ontologies? Below, we scrutinize the 
socio-cultural factors relevant to four metaphorical conceptions of positive responses to 
extreme adversity: the mainly Western notion of a ‘need for growth’, metaphors of battle and 
spirits within the community, metaphors of paths and journeys in time and space, and metaphors 
of containment and embodiment. These broader metaphor categories were chosen because they 
seem especially relevant in many cultural contexts.  
Metaphors of Growth and Transformation 
The (post-traumatic) growth metaphor evokes the notion of reliance on ‘one’s own inner 
strength’, agency and confidence. It primarily communicates the assumption that human beings 
have an obligation to manage their own well-being. The Western notion of personal 
responsibility of one’s life is captured by individuals saying things such as “It’s an awesome 
life if you choose it to be” (Shakespeare-Finch & Copping, 2006, p. 365) and “I know that I am 
the author of my own story” (T. Weiss, 2005, p. 216). Some authors ascribe the longing for 
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growth to Western or sometimes explicitly to US culture (Held, 2002; McMillen, 2004; Tennen 
& Affleck, 2009; Watters, 2010). North Americans place more emphasis on looking on the 
bright side of life than other cultures (McMillen, 2004) and overestimate the positive change 
that occurs after negative events (Tennen & Affleck, 2009); these traits have been referred to 
as the ‘tyranny of the positive attitude’ (Held, 2002). The ambition to modify an attitude in the 
aftermath of trauma may be historically determined and yet also a Zeitgeist phenomenon. It has 
been argued that contemporary psychology is influenced by the 16th century Reformation 
movement and Martin Luther (1483-1556) and Johannes Calvin’s (1509-1564) emphasis on 
self-enhancement (e.g. Weber, 2010). The ideas and values of the Christian Reformation were 
later reflected internationally in political writings, such as the United States Declaration of 
Independence of 1776. Others claim that it was the postmodern movement of the early 20th 
century—with its emphasis on an accentuated form of individualism—that shaped individual 
and cultural values and beliefs about illness and well-being (Gergen, 2001). The longing for 
self-determination and agency has become an individualist imperative: rather than merely 
having the freedom to do so, individuals now have an obligation or duty to transform and adjust 
to the most difficult life circumstances and to become a better person than ever before (Bracken, 
2001; Gergen, 2001). 
Recently, cultural psychology has highlighted the importance of historic trends, such as 
the emergence of individualization or the shift into modernity by changing cultural values 
(Inglehart & Welzel, 2005; Kasser, 2011; Maercker et al., 2009, 2015). By describing a culture 
in terms of its value orientation (e.g. Schwartz, 1992) we can approximate to what we will refer 
to in this paper as ‘socio-cultural factors’. Some cultures value change, whereas others value 
constancy. Some cultures pursue social harmony and continuity and tend to be accepting, 
whereas others encourage self-criticism and self-actualization and applaud active attempts to 
cope in the aftermath of difficulties (Vázquez et al., 2014).  
Consistent with the proposition that growth is a phenomenon that is particularly 
associated with Euro-American cultures that tend to espouse self-expression, it is to assume 
that the pervasiveness of the concept of post-traumatic growth in Euro-American cultures 
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reflects the predominance of modern values such as self-actualization, and that traditional 
values such as stability and collectivity are less compatible with the concept of post-traumatic 
growth. Since the concept of post-traumatic growth may be a product of a modern mindset, we 
suggest that less individualist cultures tend to promote goals other than striving for explicit 
improvement of the self.  
Metaphors of Battle and Spirits within the Community 
In order to understand one of the socio-cultural factors relevant to the battle metaphors, 
we emphasize that these metaphors have a legitimate function, namely the personalization of 
‘inner forces’ to the point where they are externalized and transformed into spirits or ghosts. 
Metaphors involving struggle with spirits are closely related to the notions of empowerment 
and self-empowerment and are used to emphasize the conviction that one can achieve identity 
integration after surviving a traumatic experience. If being ill means being possessed, then to 
recover, in order to regain one’s strength and personal or social integration one must deal with 
the spirit, often through empowering or healing rituals (Ward, 1989). The notion of doing battle 
with the spirits comes close to modern concept of psychodrama or the psychotherapeutic 
concept of an ‘inner stage’ on which different imagined persons argue or fight with each other. 
When dealing with adversity is conceived as a ritual fight against evil, feelings of 
collectivity and community are strong weapons. Studies based on the experiences of refugees 
from around the world suggest that, at the collective level, positive changes in response to a 
traumatic event can be promoted by enabling victims to ‘go public’ by talking about their 
distress with other victims and to pursue communion and agency; positive changes are also 
promoted symbolically by collective ritual confrontation (Williamson, 2014; Zraly & 
Nyirazinyoye, 2010). Collective approaches to overcoming adversity call into question the 
modern, individualist idea that adversity and well-being are mainly functions of the individual 
and an emphasis on individual autonomy, self-efficacy and self-improvement. At the collective 
level, the main route to recovery appears to be through agency and communion with individuals 
with similar collective beliefs and values (Maercker & Hecker, 2016; Maercker & Horn, 2013). 
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Collective traditions, beliefs and value systems can give meaning to a dangerous event, and 
thus provide way of expressing what has happened and defining its significance for the 
members of a particular community (Moscardino et al., 2007). The use of battle and spirit 
metaphors within the community, the performance of rituals and the existence of shared values 
(which represent a collective approach to overcoming adversity) implicitly divert attention from 
change within the individual, emphasizing instead the importance of social integrity in social 
and cultural participation (Kirmayer, Sehdev, et al., 2009).  
Metaphors of Paths and Journeys within Time and Space 
The path metaphor implies that following a particular path requires a behavioral choice. 
Following or rediscovering the ‘right’ path involves refraining from negative behaviors, 
harmful associations and unhealthy practices. Recovery and ‘going the right way’ is thus a way 
of behaving appropriately or correctly by following a life pattern according socio-cultural 
norms (Fiske, 2008).  
Metaphors involving paths can be split into two categories, those involving linear paths 
and those involving cyclical paths. In Western cultures there might only be one ‘correct’ path 
and if one fails to follow it one may feel as if one’s life has been a failure. The linear path 
metaphor, exemplified by expressions such as ‘being on the right path’, ‘getting back on the 
right track’ etc. (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995; T. Weiss, 2005), maps to a mental model of reality 
in which one’s fate is influenced by one’s efforts and actions (Tweed & Conway, 2006). 
However, the metaphor of moving forward in order to get back to the previous state quickly, 
which appears in some African cultures, implies a belief that it is scarcely possible to influence 
the world. Individuals who believe the world and their fate to be unchangeable regard efforts to 
change the self and the external world as futile (Tweed & Conway, 2006): the only sensible 
option is to look forward and forget about the past.  
In contrast, many Asian cultures propose that life is cyclical and that if an individual fails 
in this lifetime he or she may nevertheless be able to do better in his or her next life. According 
to Asian sources (Chen, 2006; Dodrupchen, 2015; Zhai et al., 2010), the expression path of life 
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not only represents the possibility of change, but also communicates the benevolent purpose of 
life. The notion of a path of life implies that life will lead one where one needs to be taken, and 
that for this to happen both the good and the bad must be accepted (Tweed & Conway, 2006). 
Clearly, these different interpretations of continuity are rooted in mindsets shaped by 
historical religious beliefs. Christianity holds that there is a clear beginning and a clear end to 
life. After being born, individuals find themselves on a linear path, where they remain until, 
finally, they enter the afterworld. Hence, from a Euro-American or Christian perspective, the 
linear path metaphor communicates the idea that life is a transient journey and implies that 
moving forward means leaving behind parts of one’s adverse experiences, either by accepting 
them as part of one’s life history or by forgetting them. In contrast the concept of samsara is 
central to Buddhist and Hindu beliefs. Samsara means ‘suffering-laden cycle of life, death, and 
rebirth, without beginning or end’ (J. Wilson, 2010). Buddhists and Hindus approach the world 
and life by trying to achieve a mindset that acknowledges and accepts disturbances and 
suffering in life, treating them as preparation for even greater adversity (Tweed & Conway, 
2006). 
Although the path metaphor is compatible with various ways of interpreting the world, a 
common feature seems to be the implied temporal and spatial perspective and the notion of the 
movement along the lifespan. Whilst the meaning of this metaphorical concept varies across 
cultures, its ubiquity suggests an archetypal understanding that being on a path implies the 
possibility of progress, and emphasizes that recovery is an ongoing process.  
Metaphors of Containment and Embodiment 
What the various metaphorical expressions relating to the container metaphor have in 
common is the idea of a boundary between the inside (the self) and outside worlds. Most 
expressions marked by the preposition ‘in’ can be metaphorically understood as a container. 
The container metaphor emerges from the embodiment paradigm, which states that cognition 
and experience depend on bodily processes and that in turn, these embodied schemata are the 
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foundations of affective and emotional concepts (Kirmayer & Ramstead, 2017; Reali & 
Arciniegas, 2015).  
Levold (2014) suggested that various forms of the container metaphor can be 
distinguished. The metaphor can imply a spatial relationship between the problem and the 
person in which the problem may be experienced as surrounding and subsuming a person. 
Individuals may feel too weak to protect themselves from external influences and hence the 
problem overwhelms them. They may express feelings of being consumed by the problem or 
disconnected from themselves or from the outside world. The metaphor can also be used in a 
positive sense: people may feel protected from adversity by a boundary and strive for the 
feeling of being held or having their own space. Alternatively, the container may represent the 
individual itself, who is metaphorically carrying the adversity inside him or herself. The 
individual may feel an internal heaviness or as if the problem is eating him or her from the 
inside. In contrast, the container metaphor is also implied when people talk about feeling numb 
or empty. The container may, in the figurative sense, symbolize a bounded space that can be 
filled with—or emptied of—emotional content (Reali & Arciniegas, 2015), or as Lakoff (1987) 
puts it, “the body is a container for emotions” (p. 383). Reali and Arciniegas (2015) argued that 
“the image of a fluid filling a container suggests an upward movement along the vertical axis, 
providing an explanation as to why this metaphor is often associated with positive valence” (p. 
37).  
However, as shown above, cultures differ in whether it is the filling or emptying of the 
‘container’ that is perceived as a positive development. Whilst some cultures strive to release 
negativity into the outside world in order to bring about healing, others strive to capture positive 
influences from outside world and bring them inside. In line with other studies, (Kövecses, 
2010; Reali & Arciniegas, 2015), we have shown that the ways in which the container metaphor 
is used vary widely within and between cultures. Not only is it a highly controversial metaphor 
but the ways it is used may reveal many of a culture’s inherent and implicit values, making it a 
promising avenue for further research. 
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Conclusion 
This article’s aim was to present a broad range of metaphorical concepts representing 
implicit ideas about positive responses to extreme adversity that are rooted in particular medical 
and religious traditions. The pluralist perspective implies that no single conceptual metaphor 
can represent the full breadth of subjective experiences of people living in different cultures 
and at different points in time. Unlike Euro-American cultures, which hold that the 
psychological improvement of the self is a task for the individual, other cultures often have a 
repertoire of joint representations, myths, symbols, and rituals that act as vehicles for shared 
beliefs and emotions (Kirmayer, Sehdev, et al., 2009; Somasundaram & Sivayokan, 2013). 
Such individuals often strive for a cultural identity and for social integration, rather than seeking 
to directly improve their own state of mind (Lambek, 2002; Rimé, Kanyangara, Yzerbyt, & 
Paez, 2011). It became evident that it is difficult to precisely distinguish between metaphorical 
concepts relating to adaptive or positive responses to adversity and to assign them to specific 
cultures. The modern world is characterized by continuous, dynamic exchanges between 
cultures, which also results in within-cultureincluding Euro-Americanvariability of 
concepts.  
It is important to mention some of the limitations of our work. As we are not experts in 
every cultural area we have described, we relied on previously published ethnographic or 
related work based on varied research questions for our examples. Future research on 
metaphorical expressions should be based on original material in languages with which the 
researchers are familiar. We recommend that ethnographic field studies are carried out using an 
inductive approach that integrates the researchers’ experiences with extensive knowledge of the 
culture under investigation, rather than relying on a metaphor classification scheme devised 
solely by Western researchers. Further, we were not able to differentiate clearly between the 
terms ‘extreme adversity’ and ‘traumatic event’. We encourage future researchers to take into 
consideration the severity of aversive events under investigation in order to improve our 
understanding of fine-grained differences in responses. 
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Finally, we believe that our arguments have important clinical psychological and 
psychiatric implications. The plurality of metaphorical expressions for recovery processes 
highlights the importance of respecting individuals’ perspectives on and interpretation of health 
issues and recognizing that they are influenced by socio-cultural factors. The proposed 
taxonomy is not supposed to provide guidelines for clinical practice. However, this compilation 
of metaphorical concepts rooted in a cultural ontology emphasizes that it is essential to consider 
the nuances of a patient’s illness narratives and to try to interpret them according to the patient’s 
worldview. Adopting the patient’s language and acquiring a shared understanding of 
metaphorical meanings may prove a great step towards successful clinical practice in an 
increasingly globalized world.   
Notes 
1 We follow the definition of shared ontologies as having been acquired through “the installation 
of specific sets of cultural expectations, embodied in cultural symbols and places, and enacted 
through everyday habits and rituals” (Kirmayer & Ramstead, 2017, p. 25). We recognize 
cultural ontologies as “a shared style or mode of expecting the world to be a certain way, [that] 
afford certain possibilities for action while foreclosing others” (p. 26). 
2 Resilience may best be described as an adaptive response, whereas growth or recovery are 
clearly positive responses to adversity. However, throughout this article both adaptive and 
positive responses are used interchangeably and subsumed under the term of positive responses. 
Resilience may itself also be understood as positive response, since it is rather beneficial than 
harmful.  
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Abstract 
The expressions resilience and posttraumatic growth represent metaphorical concepts that are 
typically found in Euro-American contexts. Conceptualization of severe adversity or trauma 
and the processes involved in overcoming it vary across cultures. The aim of this study was to 
explore the metaphorical concepts the Indigenous Pitaguary community in Brazil use to talk 
about adaptive and positive responses to severe adversity and relate them to their socio-cultural 
context. We carried out 14 semi-structured interviews during a one-month ethnographic field 
research. The data were explored with systematic metaphor analysis. The core metaphors 
included images of battle, unity, spirituality, journeys, balance, time, sight, transformation and 
development. These metaphors were related to context-specific cultural narratives that underlie 
the Pitaguarys’ ontological perspective on collectivity, nature, and cosmology. The results 
suggest that metaphors and cultural narratives can reveal important aspects of a culture’s 
collective mindset. To adapt interventions to specific cultures and promote culture-specific 
healing and recovery processes is essential to have a contextualized understanding of expressive 
nuances.  
Keywords: Resilience, posttraumatic growth, idioms of distress, metaphors, socio-
cultural context, Brazil  
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Introduction 
Trauma (‘wound’ in Greek) is a metaphorical concept originating from Euro-American 
somatic medicine and gives rise to an implicit understanding that traumatized people have a 
‘wounded psyche’ (Maercker & Heim, 2016). Resilience and posttraumatic growth, on the other 
hand, are widely known metaphorical concepts representing adaptive responses to trauma or 
severe adversity. Although the two terms have been treated as synonyms (Sattler et al., 2014) 
it has been argued that they represent distinct concepts (Tedeschi et al., 2018). Resilience, a 
metaphor originating from material science, refers to a personal trait of being flexible and able 
to bounce back from adversity (Bonanno, 2004), whereas the main achievement is to withstand 
adversity and to return to the previous status quo. As a biological metaphor, posttraumatic 
growth is applied to the positive psychological outcomes of struggle with difficult 
circumstances (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). Related metaphorical expressions for growth are 
‘development’ or ‘maturation’, which indicate an aspiration to go beyond the previous status 
quo in the aftermath of adversity and achieve a higher state of wellbeing. A few studies have 
taken a culture-sensitive approach to these two concepts (e.g., Hinton & Kirmayer, 2017; S. E. 
Lewis, 2013; Splevins et al., 2010). It has been argued that adaptive responses to severe 
adversity depend on the cultural and historical context and that the universality of the Western-
devised phenomena of resilience and PTG is questionable (Meili & Maercker, 2018; Ungar & 
Liebenberg, 2011; Vázquez et al., 2014). This criticism must also be taken into account when 
considering the metaphorical concept of trauma (Maercker & Heim, 2016). 
Culture-specific concepts or idioms of distress have gained much attention in the fields 
of cultural-clinical psychology and cultural psychiatry in recent years (den Hertog et al., 2016; 
Hinton & Lewis-Fernández, 2010; Kirmayer et al., 2017; Kohrt et al., 2014). Idioms of distress 
have been defined as an “embodied symbolic language for psychosocial suffering that derives 
its legitimacy from its shared metaphors, meaning and understanding in a group” (de Jong & 
Reis, 2010, p. 302). In their renowned book Metaphors We Live By Lakoff and Johnson (1980) 
postulated that “the essence of metaphor is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing 
in terms of another” (p. 5). Metaphors are said to emerge from a cultural context (Kövecses, 
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2015) and can be amplified by cultural narratives grounded in a folk epistemology and shared 
ontology (Kirmayer & Ramstead, 2017)1. Metaphorical narratives can reflect fundamental 
aspects of a culture, such as its values, implicit thinking patterns and shared mindsets (Kruse, 
Biesel, & Schmieder, 2011; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). Thus metaphors provide an important 
window onto shared idioms relating to severe adversity in specific socio-cultural contexts 
(Schmitt, 2017).  
It follows that the term ‘trauma’ must be recognized as referring to a Euro-American 
metaphorical idiom of distress that may not coincide with other cultures’ conceptualization of 
the aftermath of severe adversity (Marsella, 2010; Summerfield, 1999). It has been argued that 
trauma and the associated diagnosis of PTSD - concepts which are derived from Euro-American 
contexts - strongly imply an individual-centered perspective that is rooted in biomedical and 
biographical understandings of human functioning (Bracken, 2001; Summerfield, 1999). From 
this etic or outsider’s perspective the unit of study is the ‘wounded’ or ‘scarred’ individual and 
this approach may overlook differences and diversity amongst non-Euro-American 
populations, such as Indigenous communities or Latino Populations, that have survived trauma 
or severe adversity (Hill et al., 2010; Summerfield, 1999; Whitley, 2014). Recent research has 
suggested that an emic, i.e. culturally immanent, perspective reveals variation in cultural 
concepts of trauma and distress, particularly outside Euro-American contexts (Kohrt et al., 
2014; Rasmussen et al., 2014). These concepts have numerous metaphorical connotations and 
are clearly dissociable from the one-dimensional concept of ‘trauma’ (for further detail see 
Maercker & Heim, 2016). To avoid the problems associated with assuming that ‘trauma’ is a 
universal concept we use the term ‘severe adversity’ in the rest of this article. 
Culture-specific conceptualization of adaptive and positive responses to severe 
adversity - and particularly metaphorical expressions relating to such concepts - have so far 
been under-represented in cultural-clinical psychology research (R. Berger, 2015). In a previous 
comprehensive review published in this journal, we showed that there is a wide range of 
metaphorical concepts used to describe adaptive and positive responses to severe adversity in 
different cultures and that they are rooted in specific socio-cultural contexts (Meili & Maercker, 
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2018). We argued that adaptive and positive responses to adversity can be roughly classified 
into eight categories of metaphors: organic, battle, path, container, balance, object, weight and 
network. The review concluded that in cultures that are relatively detached from Euro-
American biomedical assumptions about mental health, there may not necessarily be a striving 
for cognitive and affective restructuring processes labeled as ‘growth’ or ‘maturation’. Hence, 
in this article, we have chosen to avoid the suggestive and metaphorically loaded term ‘growth’ 
and refer instead to ‘adversity-activated development’ (Papadopoulos, 2007). Our aim in this 
article is to explore metaphorical concepts relating to resilience and adversity-activated 
development in a particular group and location by broadening and contextualizing our 
previously suggested metaphor catalog (Meili & Maercker, 2018).  
Universal and Context-Specific Metaphors 
The question of whether metaphorical speech and symbolic representations of mental 
health are universal or prone to cultural variation has been a subject of research since it was 
first raised by C. G. Jung (Samuels et al., 1986). Today there is growing interest in finding an 
understanding of universality and cultural variation in metaphorical speech relating to mental 
health (Hinton & Kirmayer, 2017; Kirmayer & Ramstead, 2017; Kövecses, 2010; Meili & 
Maercker, 2018). Kövecses (2015) introduced the notion of a difference between metaphors 
related to the body and to context, arguing that primary metaphors are related to bodily 
sensations and may be universal, whereas there is a broad range of what could be termed 
contextual metaphors both within and across cultures. Contextual metaphors depend on 
culturally sensitive understandings of practices, history, and environment (Kövecses, 2015; Yu, 
2008). 
Kirmayer and Ramstead (2017) elaborated on the distinction between body- and context-
related metaphors. They argued that embodied experiences give rise to primary metaphors and 
context-specific cultural narratives. These cultural narratives are based on discourse, social 
interaction and collective practices rooted in specific socio-cultural and historical contexts. 
Conversely, narrations of experience elicit new metaphors that influence individuals’ 
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experience and new narratives, which are extended through collective enactments. This results 
in ongoing cycles of embodiment and enactment, occurring over the course of an individual’s 
lifetime, a period of change in a community or a historical process. Thereby, metaphors can be 
seen as tools for positioning one’s self in the world and can, in turn, provide implications one’s 
self-perception. Finally, all these factors shape people’s understanding of mental health and 
ways of talking about it, as well as how individual and intersubjective processing of mental 
health disorders depend on the implicit self-concept (Kirmayer, 2007; Kirmayer & Ramstead, 
2017). 
Several authors have tried to catalog how concepts of self influence the processing of 
traumatic events (de Jong & Reis, 2013; Maercker & Horn, 2013; Papadopoulos, 2007). A 
decade before publishing ideas on the distinction between embodied metaphors and cultural 
narratives (Kirmayer & Ramstead, 2017), Kirmayer (2007) proposed a categorization of self-
concepts based on the differentiation between the egocentric, sociocentric, ecocentric and 
cosmocentric ontology. This scheme has been applied particularly to Indigenous communities 
in North-America (Kirmayer, Brass, & Valaskakis, 2009) and may serve for contextualization 
of culturally specific metaphors and narratives in the present study.  
The Culture and Mental Health Research Unit of the Jewish General Hospital, Montreal, 
Canada’s Stories of Resilience project explored the resilience metaphor and factors that promote 
mental health resilience in North-American Indigenous peoples (Dow, Dandeneau, Phillips, 
Kirmayer, & McCormick, 2008; Kirmayer, Dandeneau, Marshall, Phillips, & Williamson, 
2012). We aim to complement that research by exploring the kinds of shared metaphorical 
concepts and culture-specific narratives of adaptive responses to severe adversity that exist 
amongst the Indigenous Pitaguary people living in Brazil. Our goals were, first, to construct a 
catalog of the shared metaphorical concepts related to adaptive responses to adversity and 
second, to put them in socio-cultural context by relating them to culture-specific narratives and 
implicit self-concepts. We were particularly interested in investigating whether the Indigenous 
Pitaguary long for personal gain after a severe adverse event and what else their metaphors 
imply about their collective perspective on adaptive responses to severe adversity. 
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The Socio-Cultural and Historical Background of the Indigenous Pitaguary Community 
in Brazil 
For our purposes, it was important to investigate the metaphorical concepts of a culturally 
distinct group, remote from the medical model of mental health that is dominant in Euro-
American countries. We chose to investigate the Indigenous Pitaguary community because 
relationships already established by the third author gave us access to research facilitators and 
to the community leaders.  
The Pitaguary reside in four different communities in the townships of Maracanaú and 
Pacatuba, which are on the periphery of Fortaleza, the capital city of Ceará state, in Northeastern 
Brazil. The Pitaguary are a rural Indigenous community of nearly 4300 individuals (Souza, 
2013), of whom approximately 800 live in Monguba, where this research took place. The 
community’s official language is Portuguese and their native language, Tupí, is only used 
occasionally, during ritual songs and to refer to locally cultivated products. The Pitaguary 
traditionally identify as animists and accord great significance to nature and spiritual healing. 
Today they describe their syncretic religion as a strong blend of Christianity (including 
Catholicism and Evangelism), Umbanda (originating in Afro-Brazilian traditions) and 
Indigenous spiritual beliefs (Gersem dos Santos, 2006; R. Seligman, 2014). The Pitaguary 
reside at the foot of a rocky mountain, surrounded by rainforest in an area that is nevertheless 
close to the main road connecting nearby larger cities. ‘Their’ mountain, which they consider 
an important source of energy and home to their spirits, has been heavily targeted as a source 
of raw materials and this has greatly intensified the community’s conflict with the local 
government.  
Indigenous populations in Brazil have been exploited since the invasion of European 
settlers around 1500; their homeland, the rainforest, has been destroyed and replaced by 
agricultural land (Gersem dos Santos, 2006; Ribeiro, 2006). There was a period of intense 
conflict between the Indigenous people and the Portuguese colonialists, following which 
Indigenous peoples were severely affected by enslavement and deadly diseases that decimated 
their populations in what is now referred to as the ‘Indigenous genocide’ (Garfield, 2001; 
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Warren, 2001). Today, like many other Indigenous communities, the Pitaguary are still engaged 
in a political struggle for their territorial rights (Galdino, Ladim Neto, Da Silva, & Gorayeb, 
2016). Widespread discrimination against the Indigenous peoples of Brazil and poverty 
amongst their communities remain urgent issues and are a cause of despair, contributing to high 
rates of depressive symptoms, alcohol and drug abuse (Gersem dos Santos, 2006). Elevated 
suicide rates are reported among Indigenous people across the whole country (Gersem dos 
Santos, 2006), as well as amongst the Pitaguary (including the suicide of the cacique, the main 
political leader, three months before our fieldwork took place). In line with North American 
research on Indigenous mental health (Hill et al., 2010), it has become evident that suffering 
amongst the Pitaguary may best be understood through reference to the ‘historical trauma’ they 
have suffered. A historical trauma is defined as “cumulative emotional and psychological 
wounding across generations, including the lifespan, which emanates from massive group 
trauma” (Brave Heart et al., 2011, p. 282).  
Against this cultural and historical background, we aimed to explore and contextualize 
the metaphorical concepts used by the Indigenous Pitaguary to describe locally shared concepts 
of adaptive responses to the severe adversity they have experienced. Highly contextualized field 
studies contribute to the ‘larger picture’ of models of mental health and wellbeing that fall 
outside the mainstream of Euro-American clinical psychology.  
Method 
Recruitment of Informants and Procedure 
During a one-month field trip to Monguba, Ceará, in Brazil in July 2016 the first author 
conducted semi-structured interviews with 14 members of Pitaguary community. The 
informants were seven men and seven women who held various roles: community leaders, 
counselors, teachers, elders, a nurse, local healers, and the Pajé, the medicine man. At the 
beginning of each interview the informant was given brief information about the aims of the 
study, but the focus on metaphors was not disclosed. Information about the interview process, 
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audio-recording, participants’ rights and confidentiality were provided orally and participants 
provided written consent2. 
Most of the first author’s time was spent observing social interactions in the participants’ 
homes, at community meetings, and in informal conversations. These field observations, as well 
as the many-sided informal interactions with the community, were intended to provide a better 
understanding of the informants’ habits and their social relationships, functions, and roles 
within the community.  
This study group is characterized as not being a high-risk or clinical sample, that is, none 
of the participants had reported life-threatening traumatic events. The interview questions were 
intended to solicit general opinions and expressions, rather than individual experiences so 
anticipated that informants would provide relatively objective accounts of adverse experiences. 
Our non-clinical perspective allowed us to analyze informants’ perceptions of adverse events 
without imposing our own definition of trauma.  
Semi-Structured Interviews 
The interviews started with an unstructured opening question followed by a semi-
structured question catalog adapted from the Stories of Resilience project (Dow et al., 2008). 
Questions revolved around 1) descriptions of personal and collective experiences of adversity 
and recovery; 2) potential differences between collective and personal experiences of adversity 
and recovery; 3) changes or positive consequences of adversity at community and individual 
level; 4) language, words, and expressions related to adversity and recovery. Whenever 
necessary supplementary questions were used to explore an issue in more depth or solicit 
specific information. At the end of each interview, answers from other members of the 
community were cross-validated in order to obtain a mutual understanding of specific terms. 
All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Transcripts were analyzed with 
the aid of qualitative data analysis software (MAXQDA, version 12.3). During a follow-up visit 
in May 2017, the preliminary results were discussed with the community members to confirm 
that the research team had correctly understood their metaphorical expressions. 
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Systematic Metaphor Analysis 
The systematic metaphor analysis technique developed by Schmitt (2017) was used for 
analysis. This technique was chosen because we wanted to identify collective interpretative 
patterns, in order to reconstruct the community’s social modes of thought, language, and action. 
This method allows an interpretation of reality, which is not idiosyncratic, but rather a social 
construction for making sense of the world.  
Systematic metaphor analysis consists of three main steps. First, the text is parsed word-
by-word and narrative fragments and metaphorical expressions are identified and collected. 
Second, the metaphors are categorized and compiled into concepts by iteratively differentiating, 
extending and specifying them in an inductive-abductive way. Finally, the metaphorical 
concepts are interpreted and analyzed according to their context. This heuristic approach 
provides insights into what the metaphors highlight and hide as well as shedding light on the 
informants’ worldview (Schmitt, 2017). In order to provide for a high quality of the data 
analysis and to guard against subjective bias, we attempted to ensure that the metaphorical 
concepts were intersubjectively comprehensible. This required documentation of the research 
process, a comprehensible coding-system, and a group-based interpretation process (Steinke, 
2008).  
For brevity, the original quotations are omitted3. Ideas about how to differentiate the 
metaphorical concepts were taken from other publications (i.e., Levold, 2014; Meili & 
Maercker, 2018), but the metaphorical categories were generated inductively from the data built 
according to their implicit images.  
Findings 
We categorized the metaphorical concepts, including their broader narratives and 
practices, in terms of the following nine generic themes: resistance and battle, unity and 
connection, spirits and magical thinking, life as a journey, regaining a state of balance, 
perception of time, change of perspective, organic transformation and personal development.  
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All informants primarily referred to the topic of the historical trauma they have been 
experiencing. The political struggle for Indigenous rights and resistance against interested 
parties in their property and current homesteaders was a daily concern for many informants. 
The historical trauma and the resulting social injustice seemed to be of high importance and 
were always mentioned first, whereas personal experiences of severe adversity were seldom 
mentioned. The following categories of metaphor thus mainly combine expressions relating to 
the overcoming of historical trauma with expressions related to dealing with community 
adversity. Metaphors for adverse events are not presented here as they are discussed in more 
detail elsewhere (see Rechsteiner & Meili, 2018).  
Resistance and Battle 
The most frequently encountered metaphorical concepts were resistance and battle in 
relation to the fight for Indigenous rights. The participants sometimes spoke of staying strong 
and sometimes of becoming strong, as positive ways of responding to the cultural war.  
To be or to stay strong, to stay firm, to show firmness, have strength or determination were the 
main metaphors used in relation to resistance. One woman commented that she felt strong 
because she had her people, for whom she was fighting. A male participant asserted that one 
needs more rigid than life is to be able to withstand the adversities. Another young man who 
had lost both of his parents explained that experiencing adversity means not giving up, always 
run after [the good things in life] and trying to prevail. To illustrate his determination to carry 
on a positive attitude in life he told a tale about a bird with a broken wing, explaining that the 
more the bird persevered in trying to use the wing, the better its wing would heal, and so if it 
persevered it would one day be able to fly again.  
Many participants reported feeling strengthened by the severe adversity they had 
experienced, commenting that they were determined to defeat, conquer, fight, confront, be a 
warrior, be victorious and once more proclaiming their Indigenous identity without fear. 
“Sometimes, when we win a battle, we lose ten”, “our struggle is to win”, “I feel stronger now”, 
or “our culture makes us strong”, were sentiments and expression used very frequently by our 
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informants. A male respondent specifically said: “To overcome means to recover and return to 
what we used to be. But to do better.” Another man noted that having overcome the adversity 
he felt like a rock that nobody could destroy - firm, strong and solid. He added that this strength 
made him feel like a new person, someone who could support [endure] a bit more than before. 
A young female leader noted that people continued to gain strength from “knowing that our 
trunk and roots are the Pitaguary” highlighting the importance of people’s awareness of their 
ancestors and their history. Similarly, another woman asserted that “establishing a good 
relationship with other people is like accumulating weapons, accumulating something that you 
can use in the future”. 
Unity and Connection 
Connection to their community and culture and the unity of that community were other 
metaphorical concepts used frequently by respondents. Unity and identification with their “own 
people” had been an important factor in their persistent struggle to regain their Indigenous 
rights. Political meetings of the community and ritual dances called Toré took place several 
times a week. As one woman noted, “Our relationship to our people strengthens us. It leads to 
this alliance, this chain”. She commented that at times people in the community are thinking so 
much about the wellbeing of the whole community that they forget to think of themselves. The 
connectedness of the community was also illustrated by another woman’s comment that “Our 
community is like an anthill. We are united like the ants. If you step on an anthill all the ants 
stand up.” Another woman compared herself to a tree in the forest. She metaphorically noted 
that although she might get hurt by the thorns of the other trees they would sustain her and that 
they are happy together, because the Pitaguary live and move in the wind together, just like the 
trees. Several participants pointed out the importance of having the community as a safe haven 
during hardship. One man explained: “When I feel heavily burdened I can anchor myself to my 
people and have a moment of tranquility next to them”.  
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Spirits and Magical Thinking  
Almost all respondents referred to their faith in God, whom they called Pai Tupã, and 
their strong sense of spirituality, which gave them a profound connection with their natural 
surroundings. The Pitaguary regarded the spirits of the ancestors and the dead as important 
sources of strength. These spirits, called Encantados, were said to live in the forest nearby and 
were referred to as entities of light and served as guardians and guides. They were known to 
have a human or animal-like appearance and were often treated as family members or god-like 
authorities. The deceased cacique, for instance, was referred to as a lion who lived in the forest. 
In ritual ceremonies, these spirits would help to cure people. One woman spoke of having 
experienced a period of paralysis with no known cause. During a spiritual ritual, the medicine 
man Pajé entered a dissociated state of consciousness and incorporated a spirit’s identity and 
was thus able to cure the woman. Rituals such as this often take place in the forest and open 
spaces nearby, where the Pitaguary recharge themselves. They claim to “take the strength from 
the stones, from the trees, and from the land”, as one woman put it.  
Strong figurative language was used in most of the narratives; the Pitaguary likened 
themselves to animals and plants with magical power. Many explained that they would base 
their behavior on their observations of nature. One of the respondents explained, for example, 
how they followed the wolf pack in defending other members of the group if they were attacked. 
Another participant explained that the magic of the moon, the sun, and the stars would enable 
her to overcome adversity. Others compared the adversity they faced with severe weather. One 
man said that “Having overcome adversity is like the calm after a storm, you know, tranquility”.  
Life is a Journey 
Similarly, elements of nature were also used in expressions related to the concept of life 
as a journey. One participant likened life to a river and asserted that just as the river has several 
ways of dealing with an obstacle, whether it is going around a mountain, descending waterfalls 
or merging with other rivers, there will always be a way to deal with adversity. Similar 
metaphors included passing, advancing, continuing, looking forwards and keeping going or 
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keeping moving. The following sentence provides a typical example of the use of this category 
of metaphor: “We will always have to follow our path. We knock over walls, walk over walls, 
walk over nails, on rocks, but we always have to tread our path”. Overcoming adversity was 
often described in terms of breaking down barriers, overcoming obstacles, climbing stairs or 
moving on together. Two women referred to a saying that when you fall, you shake off the dust 
and get over it and then you are ready to move on. Another respondent even asserted that “if 
we do not have any hardship in life, we will always be stuck”. Referring to the political situation 
and the invasion of Indigenous territory, one woman stressed that she was looking forward to 
the day she would be able to look back on this difficult situation and be sure that it was over.  
Regaining a State of Balance 
Another metaphorical concept was the desire to regain a state of balance after an 
adversity. This was referred to in two different ways: first, being in equilibrium with nature and 
spirits implied a state of wellbeing. This state of equilibrium was obtained by forging a strong 
connection to nature by meditation or by performance of a ritual. A male leader explained that 
his intention was “to find a personal equilibrium in order to balance out the [his] group”. He 
added that the group tries to maintain this equilibrium by focusing on its culture, customs, and 
spirituality. A second approach to understanding the balance metaphor is demonstrated by our 
respondents’ acceptance of both the good and bad in life. One woman said “Overcoming 
adversity means following a direction and learning that to gain something, sometimes you have 
to lose something as well. You always have to give up one thing to grasp the other”. Similarly, 
another elderly woman noted that “Conquest is never without difficulties. There is no work 
without challenge. There are no good things without barriers”. 
Perception of Time  
A further concept was the time metaphor, which implied patience and great confidence in 
self-healing processes. It is the understanding of the Pitaguary that time does not simply pass 
by; several respondents argued that time can construct, organize, improve, restore and relieve 
someone of the burden of adversity. One male participant referred to the saying that Time will 
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manage things by clearing the difficulties away, seemingly personifying time as a God-like 
authority. Similarly, a female respondent commented that “Although we suffer, we have to wait. 
Because Time is the lord of everything. It puts everything in its place and provides all proper 
rewards.” Another aspect of overcoming adversity raised by the time metaphor is the 
gratification of knowing that one is able to give continuity to things that the ancestors have left 
on earth. Two women commented that despite the adversity they faced, “one day we will be 
able to write our own story”.  
Change of Perspective 
One metaphor implying positive adaptation to adversity is that of the changed or new 
perspective on life. Several respondents spoke of seeing things differently, more clearly or 
having an extended vision [broader perspective] after experiencing adversity. One may need 
to take a different view in order to see a way to overcome an adversity. In a related comment 
one woman stated that “You must find the beauty within adversity because, however bad it may 
be, there is always a bird singing”. Another woman explained: “In a house, there are various 
doors, but there are also windows. If you are able to open a window, you may see that on the 
other side there is another world”. On the other hand, experiencing adversity itself may lead to 
a change of perspective, as another woman explained. She pointed out that “Seeing the world 
differently means seeing that life goes on. I think, as soon as we can discern [recognize] this, 
we are able to change”.  
Organic Transformation 
An important category of metaphors was related to the concept of renewal and 
transformation in the aftermath of adversity. Expressions referring to a change in shape were 
subsumed into the category organic transformation, which encompassed recovering, regaining, 
restoring and restructuring. In this regard, one woman noted, “Every day we renew, renew after 
every deception […] you go all the way down the well and then you return renewed”. A similar 
notion of transformation was expressed in people’s comments that their spirit would renew. 
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The woman who underwent the spiritual surgery explained that she had a change of spiritual 
matter, such that “the person that is speaking today is not the person who spoke last year”. 
Many respondents referred to the properties of trees, indicating that renewal also means growth. 
One young man affirmed, that “everything in life is continuous […] one needs to accept the 
drought because after winter the tree will renew”. Similarly, an elderly woman pointed out: 
“Recovering from adversity is like a tree that is watered. It keeps growing and becomes 
beautiful. I think that my recovery is just like that. Like a tree that gets green and blossoms. I 
am imagining my tree flourishing, full of fruits.” Several respondents also drew an analogy 
between themselves or their community and the bamboo tree. One woman invoked this analogy 
during a community meeting by explaining how the bamboo holds a lesson to them: “They 
grow up very high into the sky. They are very strong because they are rising together on their 
way to the sky. Let’s be the bamboo, let’s grow together until we reach the sky, so that we’re 
strong.”  
Personal Development 
Metaphors of apprenticeship and appreciation for life were assigned to the category of 
personal development. One respondent emphasized that “every new situation that we are not 
used to is like an apprenticeship and makes our people stronger”. Another woman pointed out 
that “every day we learn a bit more, we become stronger and we grow. Our mind, our heart and 
our spirit grow”. Many respondents referred to their elders, called troncos velhos (old trunks), 
who they were thankful for having thought them how to withstand severe adversities. Some 
participants referred to a belief that they were being tested by God. One participant stated, “I 
think that many of the difficulties we are going through are God’s way of testing us, to find out 
what we are capable of”. The concept of learning a lesson in life was illustrated vividly by a 
young woman who likened herself to a free eagle: “Escaping from adversity is like leaving the 
nest. You have learned how to fly. This flight is one of such great liberation…because you will 
never again return to the same nest.” Later she elaborated, “You may even return [to the same 
nest], but if you ever need to deal with the same adversity, you will know how to escape. So 
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you have gained a lot.” Some of the participants expressed gratitude for what they had gone 
through, although they had been overwhelmed by adversity at some point. One woman said “I 
think that everything I have been through…today I am happy because I managed to get through 
all of it,” and another explained “today, now that the adversity has passed, I feel like a river, 
flowing into something bigger”.  
Discussion 
This study has suggested a way of categorizing metaphorical expressions associated with 
adaptive responses to severe adversity that are common to members of the Indigenous Pitaguary 
community. Here we set these metaphors in their broader socio-cultural context and offer a 
heuristically guided interpretation by compiling our findings into an ontological framework.  
We follow Kirmayer and Ramstead (2017) in distinguishing between primary metaphors 
and context-specific cultural narratives. We agree with Kövecses’s (2015) argument that 
primary metaphors are linked to bodily sensations and we suggest, therefore, that the first 
distinction to be drawn should be between metaphors related to resilience and those referring 
to adversity-activated development. Embodied resilience metaphors observed amongst the 
Pitaguary included expressions implying continuity of life (path and time metaphors), the desire 
for equilibrium (balance metaphors) and attempts to maintain the status quo (resistance; staying 
strong). Embodied expressions relating to adversity-activated development included metaphors 
implying an aspiration to gain something from adversity or to experience positive change 
(battle, become strong, change of perspective, organic transformation, and personal 
development). The upper part of Figure 2 shows the metaphorical images linked to each of these 
two primary categories (resilience and adversity-activated development).  
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Figure 2. Shared metaphors, narratives and practices related to adaptive responses to severe 
adversity amongst the Indigenous Pitaguary (adapted from Kirmayer and Ramstead, 2017) 
Although these embodied metaphors emerged from a specific cultural context, many of 
these expressions may be similarly found in other parts of the world (Kövecses, 2010). There 
is an overlap between our categorization of metaphors in this study and our previously 
published review (see Meili & Maercker, 2018). However, the narratives in which the 
metaphors are embedded appear to be culture-specific. We suggest a differentiation of cultural 
narratives into three broader dimensions centered on collectivity, the natural world, and 
cosmology. These three dimensions give rise to ontological self-concepts (Kirmayer, 2007), 
namely, the sociocentric, ecocentric and cosmocentric perspectives. These ontologies have 
implications for values and mindsets of the Pitaguary and may shed light on their culture-
specific processes of overcoming adversity. As there was limited evidence for the existence of 
an egocentric self-concept amongst our respondents this dimension has been omitted from 
Figure 2 and is discussed at the end of this section. 
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Collectivity and the Sociocentric Self-Concept 
The sociocentric understanding of the self represents the first of three main culture-
specific dimensions of self. In most of the narratives, we heard the self is described with 
reference to community, family and social network. The mode of narration is mostly polyvocal; 
conditions, developments, and practices are referred to from a pluralistic perspective (Kirmayer, 
2007). Analogies with the collective characteristics of bamboo plantations, ant colonies, and 
wolf packs show clearly that the Pitaguary place the wellbeing and interests of the community 
before those of the individual. Shared metaphors such as that of the family as a safe haven or 
fellow members of the community as allies in a collective battle imply that the dominant values 
of the Pitaguary are collectivism, interdependence and cooperation and these values give 
members of the community security and stability. The collective identity of the Pitaguary is 
reminiscent of the classical concepts of collectivism (as opposed to individualism) and 
interdependence (as opposed to independence) (Hofstede, 1980; Triandis, 1995). The Pitaguary 
are a community subjected to state suppression and there are parallels between their experience 
and the experience of transgenerational survivors of historical trauma, including other 
Indigenous peoples in other parts of the world, as several studies have shown (Brave Heart et 
al., 2011; Crawford, 2014; Hartmann & Gone, 2014). Although most of our respondents had 
only been affected by political suppression indirectly, recovery from transgenerational 
transmission of collective and historical trauma seems to be a pressing issue for the community, 
as others have also reported (Fossion et al., 2014; Hill et al., 2010; Kirmayer, Brass, et al., 
2009). Attributing significance to the community’s cultural heritage, strengthened bonds and 
harmonious relationship with others not only acts as a source of strength for the community as 
a whole but also help individuals to recover. The collective fight is, therefore, a means of 
strengthening community resilience, as others have demonstrated (e.g., Allen et al., 2014; 
Kirmayer, Brass, et al., 2009).   
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Natural World and the Ecocentric Self-Concept 
Narratives focused on the natural world give rise to the ecocentric concept of the self that 
constitutes the second ontological dimension of self-concept amongst the Pitaguary. Many 
respondents drew on tales and myths in which the self is described through references to the 
environment, the ecosystem and nonhuman persons (Kirmayer, 2007). This animistic 
worldview implicitly expresses a longing for harmony and exchange with nature. Parallels and 
notable analogies revolve around their connection to Mother Earth and their strong desire to 
stay in balance with nature and the spiritual world. For this Indigenous community renewing 
their connection to land and place by means of rituals and maintaining a strong relationship 
with their environment are important pillars of their strategy for coping with severe adversity. 
Moreover, by comparing human progress through life with the natural flow of a river, as 
described above, the respondents seem to be embracing the notion of a continuous, self-
organized flow of natural ups and downs of varying intensity that ultimately balance each other 
out. This attitude is strongly reminiscent of the Buddhist philosophy, which holds that one 
should aim for a resilient mindset that is imperturbable and enables one to accept suffering, thus 
preparing one for adversity (Tweed & Conway, 2006). As well as suggesting an emphasis on 
resilience the ecocentric perspective can also pertain to adversity activated-development, as 
exemplified by the many metaphors relating to organic transformation, such as those referring 
to the growth and the movement of bamboos.  
Cosmology as a Cosmocentric Self-Concept 
The third ontological dimension of self-concept amongst the Pitaguary is the 
cosmocentric concept of the self, whereas the self is described by reference to ancestral lineage, 
gods, spirits and other supernatural entities (Kirmayer, 2007). The myths and tales of the 
Pitaguary contained metaphors relating to support from their spirits and their role in recovery 
processes, highlighting their belief in a cosmic order and their polytheism. The Pitaguary make 
frequent references to their cosmology in discourse and it is equally prominent in social 
interactions and collective behaviors and rituals. Although the rituals do not always have a 
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direct verbal metaphorical meaning they may be regarded as non-linguistic metaphors that are 
expressed through symbolic representation (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). Lakoff and Johnson 
(1980) argued that the essence of metaphor lies in understanding and experiencing one kind of 
thing in terms of another and thus ritual practices and collective enactments may be understood 
as doing one kind of thing in the terms of another. Taking this approach makes it clear that the 
Pitaguarys’ religious ceremonies and practices allow individuals to act out their cosmology as 
well as serving to strengthen their sense of collective identity. During rituals the spirits may 
elicit altered states of consciousness, enabling individuals to incorporate other identities. This 
form of stress regulation may, by fostering self-transcendence, function as a form of self-
healing, as others have suggested (R. Seligman, 2014; Valla & Prince, 1989; Ward, 1989).  
Limited Evidence for the Egocentric Self-Concept 
From an egocentric perspective, the self is described in terms of personal biography and 
personal choices and accomplishments - this kind of self-narrative is rather unusual amongst 
the Pitaguary. Egocentric self-narratives are often univocal and may refer to the values of 
individualism, materialism, monotheism, autonomy, and achievement (Kirmayer, 2007). 
Although some of our respondents’ metaphorical expressions were related to personal 
development, most of their metaphors relating to apprenticeship, transformation, and renewal 
clearly showed that self-fulfillment was invariably fostered by developing and maintaining a 
strong connection to the community, nature or the spiritual world. Thus, for the Pitaguary, 
adversity activated-development seems to depend on one’s position in a social, ecological and 
cosmological system and is not a purely individual matter, as it is rather the case in Euro-
American cultures (Splevins et al., 2010).  
There are several other reasons why respondents may have undermined an egocentric 
perspective of the self during the interviews. First, we found it difficult to elicit personal stories 
of severe adversity; many of our respondents spoke about overcoming personal adversity in a 
rather detached way and preferred to talk about collective problems. They might have become 
more comfortable talking in personal terms if the researcher had been able to stay longer in the 
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field and establish closer relationships with them. Second, an individual experience of severe 
adversity may not be as important as the rupturing of the Indigenous peoples’ social system that 
has taken place. This rupture may have resulted in a general shift of attention from personal to 
community concerns. Third, negative personal emotions and affective states may be stigmatized 
and there may be a social taboo against revealing emotional problems (Corrigan, 2004; 
Koschorke, Evans-Lacko, Sartorius, & Thornicroft, 2017). It is to assume that in an 
interdependent community every individual has a responsibility to contribute to the wellbeing 
of the group by fulfilling a specific role and working within the social system. An individual 
problem may be perceived as a burden on the community and a reprehensible form of 
parasitism.    
Limitations and Conclusion 
The aim of this field study was to explore the metaphorical concepts used by the 
Indigenous Pitaguary community to describe adaptive responses to severe adversity and to 
achieve a contextualized understanding of them, based on their culture-specific ontology. We 
encountered a variety of metaphorical concepts associated with both resilience and adversity-
activated development. Primary metaphors are mostly based on bodily sensations and may be 
universal, but the larger narratives enriched by them - most of which related to collectivity, 
natural world and cosmology in the case of the Pitaguary - were clearly culture-specific and 
related to different ways of conceiving the self.  
There are three main limitations affecting our interpretation of metaphorical concepts. 
First, the context in which metaphors are used should always be taken into account. Use of 
metaphors varies between individuals from the same culture and also within individuals, 
depending on their state and on the interviewer’s influence. Qualitative analyses should be 
treated with caution, so a representative, quantitative study would be necessary to provide for a 
generalization of the culture’s shared concepts. Second, the interviews explored adversity in a 
fairly broad sense, encompassing not just life experiences that were utterly devastating, but also 
less severe adverse life events. The notion of severity is subjective and it was left to participants 
110 
to decide what qualified as ‘severe adversity’. Although this generally permits for a broader, 
bottom-up, and open-ended approach to better understand cultural perspectives on overcoming 
adversity, further research may be strengthened by specifying the type and severity of adversity. 
Third, due to a broad variety and overlap of expressions, it was difficult to draw a clear 
distinction between metaphorical categories and between the narrative dimensions. We argue, 
however, that it is exactly this conceptual vagueness that enables a shared local understanding 
of adaptive responses to severe adversity to develop. Globalization will lead to further spreading 
and blending of concepts and expressions.  
Our findings have implications for cultural psychiatry and cultural-clinical psychology. 
We argue that it is important to understand the socio-cultural context in which adaptive 
responses to severe adversity take place and to refrain from imposing globalized views about 
the best way to deal with adversity. In line with previous reflections on the role of cultural 
factors in mental health (e.g., Whitley, 2014), our results highlight the importance of 
understanding responses to adversity that come from outside the egocentric - i.e. individualistic, 
so-called ‘Western’ - perspective. We suggest that the community and socio-political factors 
that influence responses to adversity should also be considered, as well as the positioning of the 
individual within the ecosystem and religious and traditional beliefs that fall outside the bio-
medical perspective on mental health. Metaphorical expressions used in culture-specific 
narratives may be a valuable asset for those seeking to adapt interventions and assessments to 
specific socio-cultural contexts. In the interests of bringing about improvements in mental 
health research and clinical management of mental health problems, we encourage researchers 
and clinicians to consider making use of culture-specific metaphorical narratives to improve 
the treatment of individuals from non-Western cultural backgrounds. 
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Notes 
1 A shared ontology can be defined as a “specific set of cultural expectations, embodied in 
cultural symbols and places, and enacted through everyday habits and rituals” (Kirmayer & 
Ramstead, 2017, p. 25). Cultural ontologies are said to be “a shared style or mode of expecting 
the world to be a certain way [that] afford certain possibilities for action while foreclosing 
others” (p. 26). 
2 Ethical clearance was obtained from the Commission of Ethics in Research of the State 
University of Ceará (Reference Nr. 56074416.0.0000.5534), according to the Brazilian 
National Commission of Ethics in Research (Comissão Nacional de Ética em Pesquisa - 
CONEP). We are grateful to Prof. Patricia Limaverde from the State University of Ceará 
(Universidade Estadual do Ceará—UECE) for facilitating this process. 
3 Contact the first author for further information about the original quotations. 
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APPENDIX 
Question Catalog 
I)   Unstructured beginning of the interview 
(Ask the first 2-3 persons:) 
I’d like to start by asking you to tell me in your own words what kinds of major adversities 
people in your community have experienced and what has happened after the adversity.  
I am particularly interested in the words, terms, and concepts people in your community use 
to describe such events. There is no right or wrong way to tell me about what you know. Just 
tell me whatever comes into your mind. 
(After the 3rd person:) 
I have heard many stories from people from your community, concerning adversities and 
overcoming adversities. These stories entailed general aspects of your community, but also of 
personal experiences. Now I am interested in your view on life adversities and overcoming 
such adversities.  
II)  Question catalog for semi-structured interview   
1. What do life adversities mean to you as a member of this community? (speaking very 
generally) 
2. Do you think that your people suffered due to these life adversities? 
3. How would you describe someone who suffered from these adversities? What terms or 
expressions do you use to describe such a stressing experience?  
4. What do life adversities mean to you personally? How do you feel when describing this 
experience? How did you feel back then? 
5. What do you consider the difference between the collective adverse experience you 
mentioned and your personal experience? What terms or expressions do you use to 
describe this difference?  
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6. What changes did your community go through because of this adverse experience? 
(make a connection to the narratives from above) 
7. What changes did you go through because of this adverse experience? (make a 
connection to the narratives from above) 
8. What does overcoming adversities mean to your community? 
9. What does overcoming adversities mean to you personally? 
10. What do you consider the difference between collectively overcoming the adversity and 
personally overcoming the adversity? What terms or expressions do you use to describe 
this difference?  
11. After having experienced such a life adversity, do you think that something positive has 
resulted from the event? 
12. Other people from this community told me… (cite metaphorical content other people 
mentioned). Do you use this expression, too? Do you agree with these expressions or 
would you say something different? 
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